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Some songs that inspired me while I was working on this book!

nameless - Stevie Howie
THE DEATH OF PEACE OF MIND – Bad Omens
Voices In My Head – Falling In Reverse
Eat Your Young – Hozier
Whore – In This Moment
Bottom of a Bottle – Smile Empty Soul
Daylight – David Kushner
Monsters (feat. blackbear) – All Time Low
I Feel Like I’m Drowning – Two Feet
in bed with a psycho – Layto
Bad Romance – Halestorm
Just Pretend – Bad Omens
The Hills – The Weeknd
We Don’t Have To Dance – Andy Black







“The best laid plans of mice and men often go awry.”  – Robert Burns 






Author's Note
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A fictional experimental drug is contained within these pages. The term tea and tease will be used interchangeably for its name.   
This is an MMFMM why choose romance, meaning that our leading lady will have multiple love interests and will not choose between them. There is a cliffhanger at the end of this book. I promise that there is a happily ever after at the end of the series. Trust the process. For warnings about what this material contains, please visit my website, www.celestenight.com.




Prologue

Ivy
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Darkness enveloped me, unlike the soft comfort of a warm blanket or the ocean’s waves at midnight. No, it was more like a funeral shroud or being buried alive, grave dirt swallowing you whole. 
I was suffocating.
Night after night, my limbs stubbornly refused to move as horror unfolded before my eyes. The same monsters clung to the shadows of my dreams, their faces veiled by the murkiness and fog. My screams caught in my throat and refused to make a sound. The black magic that rendered my body useless also disabled my voice.
Every night, the crowd of people tortured a new woman or man, their clothes torn and ripped while they lay there with glassy eyes, unable to move. 
Just like me.
Classical music played in the distance, a mockery of what was happening. Men laughed while smoking cigars, drinking scotch, and stroking their dicks at the sight before them. “Surely you can do better than that,” they would chide. Or they would give words of encouragement such as, “fuck her like the trash she is.”
Nausea swelled inside of me, and bile rose in my throat as the events unfolded before me. I’d been safe until now. Sure, hands had squeezed at my breasts hard enough to bring tears to my eyes, or fingers had probed the most intimate parts of me, places no one else had touched. A voice that sent fear trailing down my spine would whisper in my ear, telling me that soon it would be my turn.
Still, I was lucky. I was safe.
Chills crept across my flesh as I watched tears fall from the immobile woman’s eyes as the man rutted into her. The cold, clammy hand stroked my cheek. “I can’t wait for that to be you, little lamb. It’s a shame you won’t remember our time together tomorrow.”
A specter appeared in my periphery as I watched the blade drag across the other woman’s throat. Crimson spilled across her skin as the light left her eyes. I wanted to scream or cry. Throw things at the shadow men who were so callous that they shoved her body to the floor without a second thought.
Instead, the only thing I could feel was a sting behind my eyes.
“You won’t remember tomorrow,” echoed in my head on repeat. If I didn’t remember, who would? Who would mourn her? Did she have a family? What about her friends? Would her body be cast into a shallow grave for vultures to feed on or burned unceremoniously with the others?
Almost like the ghoul at my side could read the thoughts running through my head, he murmured into my ear. “No one will miss her, Ivy. She isn’t like you. Special and untouched. My perfect pure girl.”
The specter’s voice was garbled, but the timbre was familiar. “Now that the contract is signed, are you ready to taste her?” The shade loomed behind my back, and I gagged as he lifted the hair from my nape, kissing my neck. “This is what you were born for. To be sold and bred by the highest bidder.”
The straps of my gown slid down my shoulders, exposing my breasts to the room. “And everyone will watch as he fucks you, splitting your cunt in half as blood drips down your thighs.”
His fingers twisted a nipple between them, his face carefully hidden from my sight. “But you’re luckier than the others here. Unless…” His voice distorted again, and I grew frustrated. My head pounded and my heart raced. I could sense their names at the edge of my memory, but my brain wouldn’t cooperate. “... wants to share you. No one else can touch you. One day, you’ll be the perfect wife for him. Each night he’ll use your cunt until you bleed, and you’ll smile as you service him. “
“It’s time,” a third voice said behind me, and I wanted to struggle. Gouge their eyes out. Anything to stop the rollercoaster I was on. I knew nothing about contracts or being anyone’s wife, and the thought of them touching made me violently ill. I wanted to crawl out of my skin.
You won’t remember this tomorrow.
Sweaty arms lifted me and carried me across the room to the table where the lifeless woman had once laid. Her blood was smeared across its surface and dripped into a puddle on the floor. I didn’t want to be placed there for everyone to see, or allow the scarlet liquid to touch my skin. Hysteria bubbled inside me as my gown was removed and the cold air touched my body.
Anger and fear mingled in my veins as someone carelessly placed me on the blood-spattered top.
And when my face was turned toward the dead woman lying on the floor, I felt terror. “That’s your view for the night, little lamb. I want you to see just how special and fortunate you are. I need you to remember that you’re replaceable.”
You won’t remember this tomorrow.
Cold hands spread my thighs as I stared at the jagged wound on her throat. As something rammed inside me and pain lanced through my body, I gazed into the woman’s unseeing milky eyes. When someone braced my hands over my head, I looked at her face, frozen in time.
My brain wouldn’t turn off or allow me to escape. Death seemed like mercy, and I only hoped their words would be true. I prayed I wouldn’t remember any of this tomorrow. Warm liquid gushed down my thighs as a hand wrapped around my throat, squeezing tightly. 
As everything dimmed, my body relaxed because it was over, at least for the night.
I jolted up with a scream that was no longer trapped inside. The sound seemed to go on forever, until my throat was raw and only a whisper. Sweat rolled off my body, causing my dirty clothes to cling to me, and tears coated the skin on my cheeks, the salt stinging me. Between my legs ached, almost like the dream had been real. I gingerly touched my thigh and pulled away when I felt sticky liquid. Blood. 
The skin on the inside of my thigh screamed, but I didn’t want to examine it. To know what was there. The same as the flesh behind my ear.
I’d been stuck here for an indefinite amount of time. There were no windows in the damp room to help me know how long I’d been trapped. With every passing moment, my nightmares grew stronger and threatened to pull me under. I wasn’t sure whether they would drown me or rip away the remaining threads of my sanity.
No one had visited me yet. Sometimes when I woke up, someone had placed half a sandwich or a small bottle of water at my side. They had left a bucket in the corner of the cold, dim concrete room, close enough that my chains could reach.
The details of how I’d ended up here were cloudy, almost like something had erased part of my memories, just like in my dreams. My stomach rumbled, and I curled up on my side, waiting.
There was no escape or clever plot to overthrow my mystery captor. I was at the universe’s mercy as I shivered on the concrete floor, wondering if death would really be that bad.








Chapter 1

Niko
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Outside, the sky was dark, and the birds still slept, but I couldn’t fall asleep. It wasn’t the chill of the house that kept me awake. During the wee hours, Camden had thrown his arm over me despite how I clung to the edge of the bed, trying to put space between us. Heat radiated from his body in waves. Most times, it would have been comforting, but now it reminded me of the secrets I couldn’t utter out loud. At least not yet. 
Since the events at the dean’s office, he’d stayed silent, choosing not to speak to me. He was my best friend, and it had been over forty-eight hours without a single word passing between us.
After Maya had blown up when we got home, we checked YouConnect. Trey clenched his jaw, and Cam punched the wall, furious that someone else had discovered the recording we held over Ivy’s head and chose to release it.
Even worse was the fact that someone had played it at the assembly the same day. It had been plastered all over social media, and people had tagged Ivy hundreds of times. I tried texting her to talk to her, but she still hadn’t responded. After ten messages, I’d given up, resigned to the fact she was done.
The woman who haunted me in my dreams had been absent from campus. Cam assumed she left town, but I knew better. Ivy was a fighter who gave as good as she got. Clearhaven was her way to start over, and we had a hand in fucking over her life.
I’d wanted to escape in the middle of the night to check on her, but I had stopped myself. For one, Cam was still angry at me for sneaking around to see her. His punishing us in the graveyard was proof of that. Thoughts of him forcing me to my knees while Trey fucked Ivy excited and angered me in the same breath. That he knew I’d been seeing her behind everyone’s back and said nothing, allowing it to fester between us, infuriated me.
The night Cam and Trey peered into the window as Ivy lay beneath me was complicated. She desired me despite my secrets and pushed until she got what she wanted. I’d acted like a complete dick to her. Instead of a memory I could cherish, it was one more thing I’d grown to regret.
As Cam’s breath feathered along my skin, I tried to put space between us. I needed distance to sort out the warring emotions in my chest. I needed to figure out if I wanted to tell him about Gervais’ party. A huge part of my brain screamed no, no one could ever discover what had happened. It was shameful, and he’d never look at me the same way again. Hell, maybe it was all my fault. I showed up to work as the entertainment for a sex party. Drugs were part of the job. Maybe I deserved what happened to me.
What did I expect? I’d sold my body and soul to keep my family together.
I couldn’t stand the thought of Cam looking at me with disgust or pity, so I kept my mouth shut. If Ivy had been on campus, I could have spoken to her about the battle raging inside of me. After seeing the photographs in the dean’s office, I knew what had happened to me had also happened to her. 
Did she even realize it? When we’d first met her, she’d been insistent that she was a virgin. Cam had mocked her for it, taunted her about how her blood hadn’t coated his cock. And now I knew why. 
Abraham Wells was a piece of shit and needed to pay for his crimes.
What didn’t make sense to me was that Ivy’s father and Wells were friends. Didn’t he know what was going on? Why didn’t he try to protect her from the monsters he associated with? Sure, he was a predator, but why wouldn’t he want to keep his child safe?
These thoughts ran through my head, churning like a stormy sea as Cam curled around my body, enveloping me in his scent. I wanted him and Ivy both, but I couldn’t tell them the truth that was eating away at me. I’d never be able to choose between the two of them. They were the two halves of my heart, and I was afraid neither would want me once we finally talked.
Plus, I was sick of how Cam was punishing Ivy for the sins of her father. Did he truly understand what the photographs we’d found meant? Maya deserved justice, but Ivy was as much a victim as his sister. She had no one left, no one to depend on.
Who would seek vengeance for her?
I sighed and ran my hand over my face, knowing that I had only questions and wouldn’t have answers any time soon. Pushing away my corner of the blanket, I tried to slide out of the bed carefully, but Cam’s arm tightened around me like a vise. His lips pressed against my bare shoulder, and I flinched, not expecting the gesture.
Slowly, his hand slid down my torso, right above my athletic shorts. “Shh, it’s just me,” he murmured against my skin, drawing small circles with his fingers on my abdomen. Heat formed everywhere he touched. “Why are you awake? Usually, you hit snooze at least four times,” he said as he trailed kisses along my neck.
He propped up on one elbow while staring at me, studying me with stormy eyes. That was the million-dollar question, one I couldn’t respond honestly to. I flipped onto my back and peered at him. “Just couldn’t sleep.” I lifted one shoulder to add emphasis to my answer.
He ran his tongue over his bottom lip, considering how to reply. “We have some time, and I know what will help you fall back asleep.” His hand skated along my waistband before he lowered his head, his mouth dangerously close to mine. Every sweep of his fingers made me anticipate his next move, and when his lips brushed against my mouth, I gave in momentarily.
If the world’s weight wasn’t crushing me, it would have been exactly what I wanted. It was something I had fantasized about before. His tongue plunged into my mouth and I fell under his spell. I knew I should stop him, push him away and tell him no, but I didn’t. I couldn’t. His hands, calloused from sports and labor, snaked beneath my shorts and gripped my already hard dick.
Rather than give in to my conscience urging me to confess, I got lost in the moment and the sensations coursing through me. Cam’s mouth claimed and possessed me as his fist moved up and down my length, ripping whimpers from my mouth. The moment was the perfect dichotomy of wrong and right, heaven and hell. I reached for his boxers, his cock pressed into my hip, but he grabbed my wrist, pinning it over my head. “Not right now. This is about you. Besides, later I can imagine you on your knees, my cock shoved between your lips.”
Between his filthy words and the hand working my dick, I groaned. My guilt was long forgotten as he whispered in my ear and twined his fingers with mine. He rolled his hips against me as he continued. “Or maybe I’ll imagine you laying on your stomach, moaning as I shove my cock into your tight ass.”
He bit my neck and sucked hard, leaving a mark for the world to see as I bucked up into his palm. I didn’t know what we were doing, and I didn’t care as my muscles tensed and my balls tightened against my body. I clutched his forearms, digging my fingers in and seeking contact to ground me.
His hand slowed, and I groaned in frustration. “Please.” It was the only word I could think of. If he left me hanging on the brink of an orgasm, I’d go to the bathroom and finish myself off.
He sucked on the skin beneath my ear and chucked. “Such a needy whore. Don’t worry, I’ll make you come.” His hand gripped me tighter as he pumped up and down along my shaft, causing tingles to form along the base of my spine. The world ceased to exist as my body stiffened and hot liquid poured down his fingers. Slowly, his hand trailed up and down, causing my body to shudder. It was too much.
When he finally pulled away, he held his hand to his lips, pushing his fingers inside. His eyes were hooded, and his gaze was dark. My breath hitched as I watched him clean the cum off of his hand. 
The bubble surrounding us vanished into thin air as Cam threw me a shirt from beside the bed to clean up. Afterward, I rolled onto my side, facing the wall. All the forgotten guilt from earlier returned, threatening to swallow me whole. I struggled to control my breathing and pulse as he wrapped around my back. My chest tightened even as his breaths slowed, and a tear slid down my cheek.
His words about how I was a needy whore echoed in my head. If only he knew how true they were. The only thing I wanted to do at that moment was talk to Ivy, who smelled like citrus and vanilla. 
It was unlikely she would want to see me, but she was the only person who could possibly understand—even if she didn’t want me after I confessed. After all, we told her we wouldn’t release the video, yet it was still leaked. She had no idea it wasn’t us.
[image: image-placeholder]During classes, I received a text from Vincent requesting a meeting. It was the last thing that I wanted to do. Between my warring emotions and Ivy’s disappearance, dealing with the Forsaken’s leader was low on my priority list. Still, like the good lap dog I was, I drove over to his house and waited.
I sat in a chair in the living room, which was empty. Vincent finally sauntered out of one of the rooms, adjusting the zipper on his pants while a half-naked woman trailed behind him. He shoved a wad of bills in her direction and dismissed her before sitting across from me.
He leaned back, spreading his legs, and pulled a joint from his pocket. “Nikolai, it’s good to see you.”
I wanted to bite back that he was the one that had summoned me, but I kept my mouth shut. Instead, I gave him something that could pass for a smile. “Your text said that you needed me?”
He nodded to himself, taking a huge drag and holding it. Slowly, he let out a cloud of smoke. “Yeah, that’s right. You know the products you’re pushing on campus? We need to double that. Think you can manage?”
I kept my features carefully schooled, but the honest answer was that I doubted I could double anything. Sure, I had a few regulars looking for weed or ecstasy, and I could show up at parties, but that wouldn’t be enough. I folded my hands in my lap to prevent myself from chewing on my thumbnail, my nervous tic. “Anything you need, Vincent.”








Chapter 2

Ivy

[image: image-placeholder]

Freezing water ripped me from the nightmare I’d been trapped in. My body shook from the icy liquid that coated my hair and body. Every inch of me ached from sleeping on the hard ground, and my mouth felt like cotton. My wrist was chafed raw, and my stomach rumbled from hunger. 
The frigid liquid that clung to me was the least of my problems.
Since the sheriff’s department pulled me over, I hadn’t had contact with a single soul. There was no way to measure how much time had passed. My aunt stood before me with perfectly styled hair and a plum wrap dress. Her makeup was done, and she’d painted her nails a demure pink. Her icy glare held my gaze as she clicked her tongue at me. “Ivy Spencer, I had expected better of you. Leaving town without so much as a goodbye? Where are your manners?”
I didn’t bother to respond, instead staring at my filthy hands. Her appearance should have elicited an emotion of some kind, but I was too tired. Despite their torment, the three people I thought wouldn’t betray me had. I played their games and bent to their will–at least partially–but it hadn’t mattered in the end. They still released the evidence of what we had done in the study.
A sharp sting from her palm lanced through my cheek, dragging my focus back to her. “When I’m talking to you, I want your undivided attention. We have a lot to discuss, and I want to ensure you understand me.”
I breathed through my nose, trying to calm myself. What exactly did we need to discuss? She played a role in my abduction and was aware of my captivity the entire time.
“I need you to respond to me, Ivy. A yes ma’am or a no ma’am will suffice.”
I wouldn’t bow down to her that easily. Defiance, no matter how stupid it was, flared beneath my skin. “Fuck you, ma’am,” I managed to grit out, and she struck me yet again, this time harder. The taste of copper filled my mouth, and I spit at her, crimson staining the floor at her shoes.
“Watch your language, young lady. You would think you were raised by degenerates with how you speak.” She sniffed and glanced at her watch. “I’d tried warning you, you know. I tried to tell you to stay away from them, but you had to cause problems. That’s why you’re here. You could be safely tucked away at home, waiting for your wedding, but instead, you have to act like your mother every step of the way. Too headstrong for your own good.”
There was a lot to unpack with my aunt’s words. The mere mention of my mother was enough to grab my attention. For the entirety of my recollection, who she was or what happened to her had been off-limits.. That wasn’t the most important thing she’d said, though. Despite my hunger, exhaustion, and dehydration, I knew my brain wasn’t foggy enough to mishear the word wedding.
The last time I’d checked, I wasn’t dating anyone, much less engaged. My aunt highly disapproved of the men I’d surrounded myself with and had called me a whore for whatever connection we had formed.
When I spoke, my voice sounded broken. “Wedding?”
She hummed to herself in thought. “That’s right, Ivy. Why did you think Abraham Wells invited you to brunch and sent you that dress? I knew you were dim, child, but this takes the cake. You didn’t think he doted on all his students, did you?”
My head spun, and nausea overwhelmed me. I swallowed roughly, trying to stave it off. “He’s my father’s age. Daddy would never agree with any of this.”
Regina smiled cruelly at me. “Honey, bless your heart. Who do you think arranged the whole situation? Your father signed the contract when you were twelve!” She laughed lightly, like it was all nothing more than a joke. “You would have been married on your eighteenth birthday, but with your father’s trial, everything had to be postponed.”
The need to retch intensified with every word she spoke. I thought nightmares and pissing in a bucket were the low points of my life, but I’d been mistaken. My father was willing to hand me off, trade me like cattle. “What about college?” My question sounded weak, just like me.
She waved her hand in the air dismissively. “It was a ruse to keep you happy. This summer, Thomas was going to break the news to you.” Slowly she began pacing in the space across from me. “You always belonged to him. That’s why they weren’t supposed to touch you.”
“All of this has to be illegal,” I mumbled, more to myself than her. My body still shivered, and I desperately wanted warmth or comfort. I wrapped my arms around my torso. “This is the twenty-first century.”
Her movements stopped, and she narrowed her eyes at me. “Legality is the least of your concerns right now. The police will turn a blind eye to everything. The only reason your father is sitting in a jail cell...” She trailed off, and I wanted to scream. I was already sick of the secrets, and I was certain there were more I had no clue about.
Frustration laced every syllable. “Just tell me! Don’t you think I deserve to know what is happening with him? To know who my mother was? To understand why the fuck I’m chained to a wall? This is my life!”
My head bounced to the side from the next blow, and I struggled to get to my feet, the world spinning around me. I braced myself against the cinder block and waited, hoping the dizziness would pass. Instead, my stomach rolled as I lay my cheek against the rough surface. 
If I got close enough, I could wrap the chain around her neck and choke her. It was better than she deserved between hitting me and the confessions falling from her mouth.
“You should probably take a seat. They’ve been giving you a different drug to keep you more compliant, but that hasn’t worked. The side effects are brutal and can cause dizziness, seizures, fatigue, and nightmares. Don’t worry, though. They’ll wean you off them as soon as you behave.”
I slid down the wall, allowing it to abrade my skin. The pain was better than the cold numbness that seeped inside me at her words, threatening to pull me under. “You didn’t answer my questions,” I whispered. “What about my mother?”
“You’re fulfilling the same purpose she did. A whore turned into a trophy wife. Isn’t that poetic?” She twisted a ring on her left hand. “It’s nothing you need to know about now. Maybe if you behave, I’ll answer one question.” She hesitated for a moment. “If you comply, they’ll unchain you. You can get a nice shower. Food. A bed. Wouldn’t you like that?”
Overcome with emotion, I shielded my face with my hands. My entire life was a lie, and the walls I had built up were crumbling, one brick at a time. I had to decide if I would give in to the demands of my aunt or wither away in the basement on principle. “Tell me something, Regina. The whole piety thing. Is it an act or genuine?” I was almost afraid of her answer.
Her smile split her face. “Oh, it is very genuine, dear. There’s a lot you don’t know yet and things you’ll never understand.” She crouched low, so we were at eye level, but stayed carefully out of reach. “‘If we confess our sins, He is faithful, just, and will forgive us. Purify us from all unrighteousness.’ It’s a scripture verse to think about before tomorrow’s visit.”
Chills ran down my spine at her demeanor and tone. She twisted scripture to fit her needs, which shouldn’t surprise me, not after everything else. She straightened and turned away from me. “Our time is up for the day. I’m going to ask them to up your dosage.”
“No. I don’t want more drugs.” They were intensifying my nightmares and turning my thoughts into fog. If there was any hope of escaping, I needed to stay awake and think clearly.
“It isn’t about what you want anymore. You’ve proven that your judgment is terrible, as is your taste in men.”
The sound of her heels clicking on the floor was the last thing I heard as the door slammed, leaving me completely alone again. Even as sleep attempted to pull me under, I wondered if anyone had even noticed I was missing. If Ros had noted my absence or Niko had peered in my window. Did Cam miss tormenting me? How was Frankie doing since I had missed so many shifts? It wasn’t like she really needed my help, but I enjoyed her company.
I should have taken the money that Caleb had offered me and fled when I had the chance. Even if happily ever after wasn’t written in our cards, it would be better than this hell. For a moment, I pondered what he knew. What he kept from me.
I contemplated if death would be easier than surviving or escaping the madness I was stuck in. Even if I got out, where would I go? My car was abandoned on the side of the road, and my abductors had all my belongings. It’s not like the guys would welcome me with open arms.
After all, they were the ones who betrayed me time and time again. Still, I would take their company over the nightmares that plagued me and being shackled to a cinderblock wall.








Chapter 3

Cam

[image: image-placeholder]

Ivy had missed yet another tutoring session earlier in the week. Part of me had thought I pushed her and Niko too far at the Forsaken party. Niko loved the chase, and so did Ivy, but I’d let myself get carried away by... jealousy? Anger? Desire? I was unsure of what. Despite my desire to punish her for her father, I knew his actions weren’t her fault. I’d seen Niko fucking her and tried to keep my temper. What he did behind closed doors was none of my business, but it was a slap in the face that tasted like betrayal.  
Then we’d discovered the photographs in Abraham Wells’ office, and the doubts that had nagged at me disappeared. Ivy’s father’s friends passed her around like a toy. From the beginning, she’d played us, claiming she was a virgin, acting innocent and faultless. All the while, she was part of her father’s twisted inner circle. I hadn’t figured out why she hadn’t left town yet unless she was involved with the Order. After looking at the photographs, Niko retched into a trash can, and I rubbed small circles onto his back. It made sense that her betrayal had stung him more strongly than Trey or me. He’d been creeping into her window for weeks and following her like a lost puppy. He probably even thought he loved her. 
I’d promised myself not to let her get close to him again. If she decided to show her face, I would get rid of her permanently. I didn’t know what was happening with Niko other than Ivy’s deception, but he seemed quieter than usual. Sometimes his eyes looked sad when he thought no one was watching. He hadn’t played his guitar or signed up for the next race.
Niko sat at the other end of the dining room table, drinking coffee and typing on his phone. He had said nothing out loud, but his brows furrowed, and his lips twisted at whatever he read. He was caught up in his thoughts as I peered over his shoulder.
Ros: Where the fuck is my friend, Niko?
Ros: I swear to God, if you three have done something to her.
Niko: What are you talking about, Ros? I need you to calm down.
Ros: Don’t play with me right now. She hasn’t been to class or work.
Ros: Next week, you’re on your own with Sergei and Katya if you don’t start talking.
Niko: We didn’t do shit to Ivy. I haven’t seen her since the party. You know, the one you hooked up with Rhyker and Angel at?
Niko: I haven’t even stopped by her house.
Ros: Well, I did. All of her stuff is still there, but the car is missing.
Ros: Tell Cam congratulations. He got what he wanted.
Niko glared up at me as he turned off the screen on his phone and shoved my shoulder to move me out of his space. “Since I’m sure you read everything she wrote, I hope you’re happy. You got your wish, dickhead.” He grabbed his coffee cup and stormed off, slamming his bedroom door behind him. 
I couldn’t understand why Niko had reacted the way he had. We had both seen the photographs on Monday evening. Was he really so pussy whipped that her lies and deception were okay?
The idea of her leaving town wasn’t as satisfying as it should have been. A distinct lack of joy was missing from the victory I had wanted since we found out who she was in August. All I could feel was a hollowness in the pit of my stomach, and rage at the fact she had left without a word. I couldn’t even tell her how disgusting it was that she was taking part in her father’s games. 
The only thing I regretted was that Niko was upset, but it was better this way. I had told her to run less than a week after she had moved into town. She had driven a wedge between all of us, even if Niko and Trey couldn’t see it. We had enough to worry about without dealing with Ivy Spencer. We had picked up boxes to pack things on Sunday, and I still had football and classes to focus on. Add in Trey’s mom, Katya, Maya, and Sergei. Our plates were full.
I walked over to the coffeepot to pour another cup while I waited for Niko to reappear so we could head to school. Someone knocked at the front door, and I ran a hand through my hair, wondering who would be at the house that early in the morning. Without looking through the peephole, I swung the front door open and cold steel pressed against my chest. 
On the other side of the shotgun was a five-foot-nothing ball of rage. 
Rhyker caught my attention, his jaw tense and arms crossed over his chest. I opened my mouth, but he shook his head to tell me not to bother. It was better if she let it all out. Frankie shoved the metal into my body, causing me to step back out of shock. 
I had dealt with murderers, drug dealers, and prostitutes my entire life. Watched life drain from the faces of people I had called friends. Seen my sister on death’s doorstep. I had never imagined the end of my time on earth would be at the hands of an elderly woman who owned a surf shop. 
She let herself in and inched closer, fury lining her features. “Camden Barrett, you’d better start talking, and fast. I’ve known you since you were still in your piece of shit father’s ball sack. I have no problem putting a hole in your chest.”
I lifted my hands in the air and spoke quietly. “What are you talking about?”
She narrowed her eyes at me and glared, shoving the shotgun against my torso again. “My employee. She hasn’t shown up to work, and you know damn well she has nowhere else to go. You did something to her. I’ve seen the video circulating around, and I’m not a fool.”
She wasn’t backing down, and her grandson did nothing to calm her. Instead, he propped against the wall and quietly closed the front door, shutting out anyone from the neighborhood who passed by. What I really didn’t want was for her to shoot me while I was in the living room. Not that I feared death, but I didn’t want Niko or Maya to witness it. 
“That video wasn’t us,” I said evenly. “Even if no one believes it. I don’t know who released it, but Ivy and I had an agreement.”
She didn’t seem convinced. The gun still hovered over my skin. “Then who did?” 
Another knock sounded at the door, and I swallowed, wondering who else would show up so early. The morning had already spiraled out of control. “Frankie, I need you to put the gun down so I can get the door.” 
Several sets of footsteps echoed from behind me, and someone gasped. I squeezed my eyes shut for a moment and took in a deep breath. The three teenagers who lived with us were witnessing whatever fuckery was unfolding before eight o’clock. 
A firm hand patted my shoulder. “No, I think she’s fine. I can get the door. You three just sit tight,” Niko said, walking around the situation like it was something that happened every day. Anger still radiated from him in waves, and his indifference surprised me, telling me I might have crossed a line. 
He didn’t understand yet, but he would. 
Niko gestured for Rhyker to move out of the way as he answered the door. A man in his late thirties wearing slacks and a button-up stood outside. As he took in the situation, his eyes grew wide, and he cleared his throat before shoving his hands in his pockets. “Everything okay in there, ma’am?” he asked, his voice betraying his amusement. 
“Detective Ross, this doesn’t concern you, at least not yet,” Frankie replied, grinding her teeth loud enough that I could hear. “I suggest you get back in your fancy car and head to the station. Forget you ever saw this.”
The wheels in my head turned quickly, trying to assemble all the pieces of the puzzle. Detective Ross was why we disposed of Ashton Haney weeks ago. From what we had been told, he was new to the force and determined to clean up the streets of Clearhaven single-handedly. Most of the police were on the payroll of the Order or the Forsaken; they didn’t care what we did, even in broad daylight. Ross had promised Haney protection if he talked, and Haney, like the idiot he was, had taken it. Ross’ protection meant nothing, but slowly he would learn how things were in this shit-hole town. 
The detective shifted on his feet and chuckled. “Mrs. Anderson, you know I can’t do that. You have someone held at gunpoint. Why don’t you put the shotgun down? We can talk about whatever is bothering you and how this young man is involved.” 
Frankie stared over her shoulder at him. She grumbled, “This is unbelievable,” loud enough for him to hear. “You think I trust you enough to tell you ‘what’s bothering’ me? I’d sooner speak to Vincent than you.”
Detective Ross took her words better than I expected and laughed, his body shaking. He rubbed his hand across his eyes and took a deep breath to calm himself. “Alright, that’s fine. I’ll give you sixty seconds to put the gun down, or I’m taking you to the station.”
Frankie lifted a shoulder. “Won’t be the first time, and I’m sure it won’t be the last.” She turned her attention back to me, ignoring the fact that Clearhaven PD was standing feet away. “Cam, you and your boys had better find Ivy. This was a warning. Next time, I’ll blow your balls off and ensure you can never procreate. It would do the world a favor. If you three didn’t have something to do with it, find out who did.” 
Detective Ross removed his handcuffs from his pocket, and Frankie handed the shotgun to Rhyker before placing her hands behind her back. She was the one person who didn’t care if you were part of the Order or the Forsaken. She treated everyone equally, including the cops. 
“Who do you want me to call, Ma?” Rhyker asked, his eyes crinkling at the corners. 
Frankie lifted her chin as the cuffs clicked into place. “Just the usual. I’ll be out by lunchtime.” Without glancing back in our direction, she walked out the front door to the back of the detective’s car. 
Rhyker closed his eyes. “You’d better figure it out soon. You know how she is.”
I struggled not to roll my eyes at him. “Figure what out? Where Ivy ran off to when someone leaked a video?”
Niko scoffed at me, tilting his head to the side. “Are you serious right now? No one else thinks she just left town.”
I wanted to argue with him that everyone was overreacting and Ivy got what she deserved. He had seen the same photographs I had, and yet still, he pined after her. 
“I’m out of here. I need to go hit up the bail bondsman. Again. I’d start by asking the pretty rich boy who is obsessed with her,” Rhyker said, turning toward the door. “You better find out who leaked that tape and where Ivy is before Ma does. You know how she gets.”
Unfortunately, I did. Even though I didn’t care where Ivy was, I’d ask around, if only to save my balls. There was no doubt in my mind that Frankie wouldn’t think twice about castrating me. 
“What have you done now?” Maya whispered beside me, and I didn’t answer. She wouldn’t believe me if I did.








Chapter 4

Caleb
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My grandfather sat across from me at the formal dining room table, a newspaper folded next to him as he sipped a cup of coffee. One of the young women who worked in the house shuffled into the room and refilled his cup, keeping her eyes down. She knew better than to gain Fletcher Vance’s attention, especially early in the morning. 
My phone buzzed in my pocket, alerting me to a text message, but I ignored it. I knew it wouldn’t be the one person I wanted to speak to. It had been days since I’d seen Ivy, and who knew when I would next. 
My grandfather cleared his throat, commanding my attention. “How is Rosalyn doing?”
I drew in a deep breath and reminded myself to stay composed. I had to play his games to get what I wanted. “As of last night, she seemed fine. She’s worried about where her friend is currently.”
My grandfather hummed as he flipped the newspaper, a relic of the past that he clung to. Just like the Order. “Well, reassure her that her friend is exactly where she needs to be. As long as your betrothed is safe and reasonably content, that’s all that matters, son.” 
Rosalyn was safe. Her family ties made sure of that. Reasonably content, however? Neither of us was. We were simply going through the motions. “What about the file that I gave you?” he prodded
The file contained photos of a woman whose only crime was sucking my dick when he had commanded it. Speaking to the new detective, who didn’t know how things worked, was the nail in her coffin. Wracking my brain, I tried to devise an excuse for why it hadn’t been done yet. Giving him a bored look, I leaned back in my chair and hoped that my face wouldn’t betray me. “I told you I would take care of it. I haven’t exactly had a chance yet, considering everything going on.” 
The reality was that I would have to follow his decree soon. My grandfather had made it clear that every bit of resistance I gave him would be punished. He had threatened to make sure that I disappeared the same way my parents had. He knew that wouldn’t be enough of a deterrent, though. That wouldn’t keep me from seeing Ivy, even if it were in secret. 
The threat of her being given as a plaything to my cousin Luthor though?
He pushed his reading glasses up the bridge of his nose. “Soon, Caleb. Not a month from now. Do you need me to repeat my warnings from this weekend?”
My mind drifted to thoughts of the events of the previous weekend, and I took a sip of water. 
The fireplace crackled in the sitting room, and I wondered who my grandfather was expecting. None of the fires were lit, even in the dead of winter, unless someone was coming for dinner. Everything was for show. There was no warmth in this house, a lesson I had learned quickly. My fingers pressed against the brand hidden beneath my shirt, reminding me of the hell I was born into. 
The doorbell rang, and Claire scurried to answer the door. My grandfather would tolerate that she couldn’t boil water, but hospitality was a tenet he held in high regard–even if it was just for appearances. “Claire, how are you doing, dear?” Andrew Jensen’s voice floated along the corridor, followed by Claire’s giggles.
I stayed silent and hidden, not wanting to deal with whatever my grandfather had planned. That they had commanded me to kill Clarissa weighed heavily on me, as did the fact that Ivy refused to take my money and leave town. The quiet rumble of voices filtered through the air as I scanned my text messages anxiously, hoping that perhaps she had changed her mind. 
Claire stood in the doorway of the sitting room and touched the column of her throat. Even from this distance, I could see shadows of bruises along her exposed skin. She wouldn’t leave either, even if she should. The money that he offered her was something she couldn’t refuse, and she knew that she’d never make a fraction of what she did elsewhere–even if it would cost her life. “Mr. Vance is requesting your presence. Dinner will be served in ten minutes.”
I wanted to lash out at her and tell her I didn’t care, but it wouldn’t do any good. It wasn’t her fault that I was stuck in hell. I tossed back the scotch in my tumbler and strolled to the dining room, taking my time. When I entered, Rosalyn was seated beside her grandfather at the table. I was curious why she was here, but she gave me a quick glance and shook her head discreetly as a warning.
“I’m glad you’re joining us, Caleb,” her grandfather stated, his eyes crinkling with amusement.
I wanted to remark that it wasn’t really an option, but held my tongue. Instead, I chose, “The pleasure is all mine, sir.” I pulled out a seat across from Ros at the table and tried to grab her eyes, hoping her facial expression could give me a clue about why they were here. She kept her face turned down, staring at her lap.
My grandfather cleared his throat, demanding my attention. “I’m sure that the two of you are curious why you’re here tonight. Andrew has brought something very interesting to my attention. Were you aware your betrothed recently attended a party held by the Forsaken?”
I lifted the glass of water near my elbow and lifted it to my lips, trying to stall. “Is that so?”
Neither of us cared what the other did. We weren’t interested in marrying anyone, much less one another. I was obsessed with her best friend, and she was busy doing whatever she wanted. It made our families furious because we fought against the arrangement on a regular basis.
Andrew Jenson frowned and exchanged a quick look with my grandfather. “It is, and I think you already knew about it. Photographs of Rosalyn with two of the members were sent to me by one of the men employed by the Order. I’m sure you can see how this is a problem. Optics are everything, and the two of you,” he motioned between us, “are refusing to play along.”
My grandfather stood and walked over to a small bar against the far wall. “The photographs are extremely compromising. The last thing that we need is for them to be seen.” Slowly, he poured two fingers of an amber liquid into a crystal high-ball glass and walked toward me. “There’s also concern that if Ms. Jensen were to become pregnant, it wouldn’t be with your child. The other members of the Order are unhappy about the idea of one of our females carrying a bastard child, especially one we wouldn’t be able to identify the father of.”
Ros’ jaw tensed, and she pursed her lips but stayed silent. We didn’t love one another, but I hated that she looked so defeated. We had been friends since elementary school, confiding our frustrations over antiquated rules and that appearances mattered more than our desires. She never stayed silent, especially when it came to things like this. Her outspokenness was something that I admired about her, and to see her so broken stirred anger inside of me. 
 My typically calm mask slipped. “She’s sitting right there,” I hissed, slamming my glass against the table. “Who cares if she’s fucking half of Clearhaven? God knows the two of you are.”
A sharp sting landed across my face, and my grandfather hooked two fingers, motioning for someone to come closer. Keith, who had been sitting silently in the corner, lurched forward. He was a massive man hired to do the Vance family’s dirty work. His involvement could only mean one thing, and I steeled myself for it.
“No!” Rosalyn screamed, but Andrew grabbed her shoulders, holding her in place.
“This is what happens when you defy us. Someone will get hurt every time. In fact, both of your actions have made things substantially worse for Ivy,” my grandfather said as he nodded to Keith. I turned to swing on the man, who was a proverbial giant, but his hand caught my throat, and a bite of pain in my biceps told me that any fight would be for nothing. As my vision blurred, everything slowed around me.
Andrew sighed and handed Rosalyn a napkin from the table. “Wipe your face and pull yourself together. You both knew there would be consequences for your actions. As of today, your defiance ends. No more sneaking around behind our backs. The two of you will act like the power couple we envisioned. We’ll begin planning your engagement party as soon as possible.”
“What do you want me to do with him?” Keith asked, his grip on my throat tightening.
My grandfather’s lips formed a tight line. “Take him to the basement. He’s obviously forgotten his place, and we need to have a discussion.”
Later that evening, I woke up tethered upright to the wall in a dim room. My shirt and pants were missing, and my skin was bare to the crisp air. Cigar smoke drifted through the space, the cloyingly sweet smell making me gag.
I hated how I felt after being drugged. It had happened too many times to count, each time leaving my head pounding and my muscles weak. “I know you’re there,” I said into the darkness, my voice quieter than I cared for. “What lesson do you want to teach me today? Or will you threaten to kill me again?”
A bitter laugh echoed off the concrete walls as he stalked from the shadows. “No, Caleb. Killing you would be too easy now. I’ve decided to let Luthor have a turn with dear sweet Ivy. Did you know I receive a copy of all of your text messages?”
I gnawed the inside of my cheek until I tasted copper. He knew all about me trying to convince Ivy to leave. She had been right all along. This wasn’t a fairytale but instead a horror story. Anything I said would make things worse for her. Despite the lighting, I could see the whip in his hand and welcomed the pain he would inflict on me.
That was how Fletcher Vance operated. If he couldn’t frighten you into falling in line, he hurt you or those around you.
With the first lash, he bit out, “You will learn, Caleb. Even if I take everything from you.” Pain seared through my skin and I grunted. “Even if scars cover your body.” The leather landed on my flesh again. “I need to see convincing evidence of your relationship with Ms. Jensen.”
I zoned out his words, focusing instead on the shake of my body and the wetness coating my skin from the blood he’d drawn—the agony of the pain rather than the commands he doled out.
After it was over and only the sound of my breathing filled the room, he wiped his hands on his tailored pants. “Your cousin has become quite obsessed with your little toy. Every time you rebel, I’ll make it worse for her.”
“Don’t touch her.” The weak whimper was all I could manage to get out.
He huffed out a breath. “Oh, I won’t. I never get my hands dirty.”
Even when darkness pulled me under, all I could think about was Ivy. The hazy, pain filled sleep haunted me, reminding me of Ivy. How she smiled and bloomed beneath my touch. The way her eyes flashed with anger. How her hair reminded me of dancing fire. 
And how I wanted more than anything for her to be mine.
I shoved away from the table, pulling myself from the memory, needing to focus on anything else. When Keith finally came for me the next morning, dried blood clung to me like a second skin as my body screamed. My grandfather was smart, never leaving behind a mark that would be visible if I was clothed.
“Clarissa will be taken care of Friday,” I announced, shoving away from the table.
My grandfather clicked his tongue. “Remember the initiation. Don’t be late.”
I hadn’t needed a reminder of the initiation where they would brand the newest member’s skin, marking him with an ouroboros for the rest of eternity. It symbolized infinity, and that was exactly what it was. An eternity trapped in the seventh circle of Hell. 
I walked away, needing to distance myself, and grabbed my keys. Once I was safely inside my car, I closed my eyes and leaned my head back. Something sharp dug into my side, causing pain to erupt from the already damaged skin. “Where the fuck is she, asshole?” a smooth baritone asked.
Without opening my eyes, I answered, knowing exactly who it was. “I don’t know.”
The response wouldn’t be enough, not for them, but it was all I had.








Chapter 5

Trey
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It was too early to deal with this shit. That was my main thought as I drank my last energy drink and got out of my car a few houses down from where Fletcher Vance lived. Niko had called thirty minutes before, asking if I could “talk” to Caleb. Ivy had gone missing, and everyone was under the assumption that the entitled dickhead knew something about it. 
The morning had gone to hell between Ivy’s disappearance and Frankie’s arrest–which I would have enjoyed seeing. To be honest, ever since we had broken into Abraham Wells’ office, things had been off. Someone had leaked a video of Ivy sucking us off at a party, and Cam’s sister, Maya, assumed it was us. Hell, most people probably did. I had a few guesses about who it was, but no proof–at least not yet.
Caleb’s obnoxious yellow car sat in the driveway, and I strolled up to it, trying the handle. The door opened, and I rolled my eyes, climbing behind the driver’s seat to wait. He hadn’t bothered locking up the vehicle, thinking it was safe in this neighborhood. What he hadn’t counted on was someone like me sneaking around in broad daylight.
At any moment, he would need to leave for classes, so I pulled my knife from my pocket, allowing the weight in my palm to calm me and my mind to wander.
The game between Ivy and Cam had been going on long enough. Maya deserved justice, and since Thomas Spencer couldn’t atone, Ivy was his surrogate. I understood the concept, and typically followed Cam’s direction, but my patience was growing thin. Ivy had paid enough. Her time in Clearhaven had been nothing short of hell, and now no one could find her.
Cam was determined that she’d run, but I wasn’t as sure. Ivy was a fighter–her placing the shrimp in the vents had shown me she didn’t back down from a challenge. For her to leave without saying goodbye to Ros... Something didn’t add up.
Caleb stepped out of the house toward the car, and I took a moment to observe him. The late October weather was cool enough that a long sleeve button-up replaced his typical polo. His brows were drawn, and his jaw clenched. Mechanically, he opened the door out of habit, never bothering to check the interior.
As soon as he sank into his seat, I pressed the blade in my hand against his ribs. “Where the fuck is she, asshole?” I didn’t bother elaborating. He knew exactly who I was talking about.
“I don’t know.”
I dug the knife in a fraction of an inch more so he understood I was serious. “I want you to drive and act like nothing is unusual. Can you do that?”
His throat bobbed, and he nodded, placing the key into the ignition and starting the car. As he backed out of the driveway, I leaned forward, resting my chin on the seat. “Let’s pretend that I believe you for a moment–which, for the record, I don’t. Hypothetically, who in this town can make people vanish other than us, Caleb?”
His expression remained blank as he made a right-hand turn, occasionally wincing from the pressure of my knife. “You can lose the weapon, Trey, and cut the shit. I’m willing to talk to you. Only you, though. Cam can go fuck himself.” A moment later, he added, “Niko, too.”
A laugh escaped my lips. Caleb had to be one of the few people I knew who would have the balls to make requests while I was threatening him. “How about this? We both know how much I love sharp objects. The knife stays in place until you give me the information I want. If it’s good enough, I’ll consider removing it. If not, I’ll plunge it between your ribs. How is that for a deal?”
The muscle in his jaw ticked. “Fine.” He pulled onto the Strip and then into a local bakery parking lot. “I was going to offer you a coffee for class while we talked, but you can pay for your cup now.”
The corner of my lips lifted. “I prefer energy drinks.”
“I know.” He ran a hand through his hair. “Look, I haven’t been able to text Ivy since this weekend for various reasons. Turns out my grandfather has been checking my messages. Ros hasn’t been able to get her to respond.”
I raised an eyebrow. “Go on. I’m learning some really interesting things and have lots of questions. For instance, why would you and Ros be speaking?”
“If it were up to our grandfathers, we’d be doing more than that,” he muttered. “I can’t tell you everything that I know or suspect. If I were you, I’d look for her at the dean’s house.”
Whatever was going on between him and Ros wasn’t my business, and I decided not to pry into that. His words about the dean reminded me of seeing Ivy in his office looking extremely uncomfortable. He seemed obsessed with her, something that wasn’t reciprocated. I dropped the knife from his ribs. “Buy me the coffee and tell me what you can about Wells.”
He opened the driver’s side door. “Oh, now you want coffee?”
I lifted a shoulder as I climbed out. “It’s not my favorite, but at least it has caffeine.”
We stood in silence in the bakery, not bothering with small talk. We had never been friends and had nothing in common, yet one thing tied us together–Ivy. His proximity to the Order afforded him information I wasn’t privy to.
Once he had a muffin and we each had a cup, we moved to the corner table out of earshot of others. “What’s with Wells’ preoccupation with Ivy? Why her?” I asked as I leaned over the table.
He took a sip of his drink, mulling over his response. “Anything I tell you today is between us. From what I’ve been told, her father promised her to him years ago.”
My hand gripped the cup tighter, its paper walls giving way beneath my fingertips. “Why? He’s her dad’s age.”
“The coffee didn’t do it, man,” he murmured as he tapped my hand. “I know you’ve heard rumors about the Order. Everyone in Clearhaven has. What if I told you it’s bigger than that? Imagine a system where an elite few run every major city and town. A world where every election is rigged and any position of power is predetermined by those who will stop at nothing to get their way. Unfortunately, Ivy was born into that life.”
“And so were you,” I tacked on.
He tore off a piece of the muffin, holding it between his fingers. “And every day, I wish I wasn’t. The cost of defying them is higher than you can imagine. People that you would never consider are involved. They aren’t above the law; they are the law.”
“So where does that leave us with Ivy?” I sipped the bitter liquid, wondering how so many people enjoyed it.
He frowned and pushed the muffin to the side. “I think I have an in at Wells’ house. We can check for her there when we know he’s busy. I tried asking my grandfather where she was, but his answers were vague. This afternoon, I’ll pick up a new phone and send you the number.”
“And if she’s not there?”
He pushed his chair back. “Let’s hope she is. I’m fairly certain Wells won’t murder her, but I can’t guarantee anything else.”
After that, Caleb dropped me off on campus. The revelation that the Order extended beyond Clearhaven didn’t surprise me. In fact, I had always known the wealthy ran everything. A guy like me didn’t become mayor or governor. Guys from my side of town were lucky to make it into college. What did surprise me was the fact that Ivy’s father had traded her to a man at least twice her age. The only question I had was why.
[image: image-placeholder]Later that evening, I pulled up in front of a house close to where my apartment was located. The houses in that part of the neighborhood weren’t in the best shape, and this one was no exception. The dried grass was knee high, and the wooden siding hadn’t been painted in at least a decade.
“Are you sure that you want to look at this one? I’ve got another listing on Huron Street that’s in better condition. More suitable for a starter home,” the older brunette waiting for me asked. 
“This is the one, Marjorie, but thank you for the offer.” I couldn’t tell her that this was the one because of the price range. It was as good as sold, and I’d hand her the cash today if I could. I needed a new place to crash, Niko was being evicted, and Cam, for unspoken reasons that involved his piece-of-shit mother, didn’t want to go home. This was going to be our home.
The two-story home had once been beautiful, someone’s dream come to life, but years of neglect and abandonment had taken its toll. Walking through the building, I held my breath, ignoring the dust and dirt. Beer cans and blankets were scattered across the rooms, remnants of squatters looking for a place to stay. Piles of dirty clothes littered the floor, and takeout containers formed small mountains.
It would take a lot of work, but the five-bedroom, three-bathroom house would be the perfect place for all of us, at least for now. There was enough space for the guys and their siblings.
“I’ll take it. When can I sign the papers?”
Even though Ivy was missing, life still moved on. Classes were still being held, football games were still scheduled, and bills would still have to be paid. Despite that, I vowed we would find out where she was. Or what had happened to her.








Chapter 6

Ivy
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The drip of water and my slow, easy breaths were the only sounds that filled the concrete space I was imprisoned in. Numbness seeped into every inch of my being from the new drugs they had given me. Reality was fuzzy around the edges, and my brain tried to reach for something I couldn’t quite remember. Something that I had once known.  
The nightmares were now the least of my problems as I waited for my captor to expose himself. My aunt had told me that if I were compliant enough, they would give me food and a bed. I wasn’t sure how much more compliant I could be. If it weren’t for the bone-deep chill that blanketed the room, I wouldn’t care. How long had I been here? Every moment that passed made me wonder if death was like this–an empty shell of nothingness that extended infinitely as I waited, trapped and unfeeling. 
The door creaked open, and I sluggishly tried to back myself against the wall, my responses stunted by whatever garbage they had given me. “There you are, little lamb,” the familiar voice murmured into the darkness. Despite my muddled senses and the fog coating my brain, awareness prickled at the back of my mind. 
He called me little lamb.
I’d always assumed that the recurring dreams had been something that my subconscious had conjured up, and when I’d asked my father about them in very vague terms, he’d dismissed me, telling me they were a product of the horror movies I once loved. Occasionally I had thought that they were some sort of memory that I had suppressed, trying to claw its way back to the surface, but now? It was almost undeniable.
If only I could hold on to that thought and remember it later. 
Even as I tried making a mental note, wisps of the reminder faded away. I said nothing to Abraham Wells as he strolled toward me with his hands tucked in his pockets. “How have you found your stay, Ivy?”
There was nowhere to escape to as the cinder block dug into the scrapes on my back. I didn’t want him touching me, but I knew that was exactly what he would do. His icy thumb brushed against my cheek, and bile raised in my throat. I lifted my hand to hit him, but he blocked the motion easily, his fingers tightening into a vise around my wrist. “Such a shame you’re still fighting the inevitable. I thought you had reconsidered your stance and were ready to come upstairs. Have a hot meal or take a shower. Guess that your aunt’s advice fell on deaf ears.”
His hand squeezed, compressing the bones in my wrist and sending sparks of pain flying down my arm. I hissed; pain seemed to be the one thing that broke through the fog that shrouded me. “Hmm. You do seem to feel something still.” He dropped my arm and backed away, his lips twitching. “I’ll be back tomorrow to see if you’ve finally come to your senses, little lamb. You’ll eventually realize that the two of us are an inevitability.” His hand reached for the doorknob, and he stopped, rubbing a hand across his face. “Oh, and Ivy? You’ll have a visitor this evening. Treat him well. I owe him a favor.”
My stomach rolled at the thought of yet another visitor, and what little food they had gifted me previously threatened to reappear. I already ached from being held captive and tethered in place. My skin was chafed, and between my legs was tender from the assaults I was certain had occurred but couldn’t remember. Behind my ear was scabbed from an unknown incident, and a circular burn adorned my inner thigh. In short, I was falling apart. 
I wrapped my arms around myself, wishing that I had a time machine to go back to before the assembly. If only I hadn’t run. I would gladly take the torment of Cam over this existence any day. 
Despite his cruelty and the fact he took from me without asking, he had never treated me like this. 
[image: image-placeholder]Time continued to pass in indiscernible increments. I spent most of it fading in and out of a drugged sleep or trying to ignore the gnawing, empty sensation that had consumed my stomach. My mouth was dry, like I had been wandering through the desert for weeks. The smell of the room and my skin bothered me, as did the oil on my skin and the knots in my short hair. Perhaps Arabella cutting it had been a favor after all. 
When the door opened, blinding light from the entry made me squint, my eyes not used to the brightness. A shadow slowly approached me silently, and I observed them, trying to decipher who it was. “Good evening, Ivy,” a deep voice said, cutting through the darkness. “How’s my good little whore tonight?”
I shivered at the sound, and my heart pounded in my ears. It can’t be. The man sounded just like the one from the beach that night, one of the guys Frankie had run off.  
“Everyone else in town has had a turn with you.”  
“Open your mouth up, whore.” 
I sat there frozen, limbs unwilling to budge, waiting for the mystery man to make his next move. He came closer, and I tried to make myself appear smaller, curling in on myself. His fingers wound their way into my short locks, and he jerked my head back, forcing me to look into his face. He reminded me of someone, but I couldn’t decipher who it was. “Who are you?” I whispered. 
A malicious grin spread across his face. “Only your worst nightmare. I’m here to collect a debt and make a point to my cousin. It seems he crossed a line, and you’re nothing more than collateral damage.” 
Cousin? My eyes stung from how tightly he pulled my hair, and a tear unwillingly fell down my cheek. “Who’s your cousin?”
“Hmm, I don’t know. Take a guess, princess,” he mocked as he let go of my hair. “I heard that you still have some fight left in you, and they’ve sent me to cure you of that.” 
My heart ached, and more tears fell down my cheeks. He grabbed my arms and held them behind my back in an uncomfortable position. His wet tongue lapped at my cheek, and I shuddered. “I like it best when they fight me.”
Despite his words, I attempted to kick at him, but from my position it was ineffective. Forcefully, he repositioned me, shoving me onto my stomach and securing my arms behind my back. They felt like they were being wrenched from their socket as he manhandled me, pressing my face against the sharp edges of the concrete floor. His breath was hot on my face as he leaned close to my ear. “No one is here to save you this time. Has my cousin been inside your sweet cunt before, Ivy?” 
I didn’t bother responding, staring at a black speck on the floor near me. The drugs alone weren’t enough to dim the smell of his cologne or the weight of his body at my back. Emotionally, I wanted to distance myself from what was happening. If I could just escape into my head, I could pretend none of it was happening. Or that perhaps it was happening to someone else.  
I tried to imagine that I was sitting in the graveyard with Niko, my back propped against a tombstone as he softly strummed his guitar. It was one of the best memories I had of being in Clearhaven. 
His hand collided with my face, the sting threatening to bring me back to reality. My eyes watered, and liquid, probably blood, ran from my nose. “I’ll take that as a no. I can’t wait to tell him how I used your tight cunt before he did.” With his free hand, he ripped my panties down my thighs, and a cry I didn’t recognize reverberated off the concrete. Trying to move or fight him simply put more pressure on my body. “Want to know what I did for Wells to owe me a favor?”
“Stop,” I tried to plead. 
I was dying. Maybe not physically, but emotionally. I shut my eyes and thought of the dark-haired man who snuck in every night through my window. It was my solace as Caleb’s cousin forced my thighs apart. The sound of his zipper being lowered sounded in my ears, even louder than the roaring in my head. “I was the one that gave him the video of you in the office. I kept a copy for myself, of course.”
 I squeezed my eyes shut as he thrust into me, stealing what I wouldn’t have given him freely. His grunts and thrusts evaporated into nothing more than a cloud. 
“Play a song for me?” My voice came out low in the darkness, and he stalled before lifting the guitar into his lap. His fingers moved over the strings gracefully as I watched, mesmerized by the motion. Time evaporated as a mournful melody spilled from his soul, and he hummed along. I let myself relax against his shoulder, breathing in the scent of sandalwood and musk. Owls called out to one another in the distance and lightning bugs lit up the sky. 
In my fantasy, instead of a phone call interrupting our moment, breaking the tentative peace we had, it continued. Niko continued playing song after song as we passed a joint back and forth between one another, simply enjoying the music. 
It was something I had to hold on to. 
Finally, Caleb’s cousin’s movement stopped, and he slipped from inside of me, sticky warm liquid spilling across my already filthy skin. “I hope his defiance was worth it,” he whispered before standing and straightening his clothes. The door slammed shut, leaving me in silence once more. Streams of salty liquid trailed down my face onto the disgusting floor below. 
Dirty was how I felt, like I would never be clean again, even if I escaped. Even if I broke the chain that held me in place. It dawned on me that the only way I could survive was to actually give in. Fall in line with the rules they had given me. 
I pulled my knees to my chest as tightly as I could as I sobbed, wondering if surviving would be worth it.








Chapter 7

Niko
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A low murmur filled the lobby of the county jail while I sat there silently, waiting for Rhyker to finish the paperwork to bail out Frankie. I wasn’t sure what she was thinking when she continued to threaten Cam in front of Detective Ross, but he deserved every second of it. I wouldn’t have allowed her to actually shoot him, but if he were to be roughed up, I wouldn’t intervene.  
Cam had acted like a complete dick as he read over my shoulder. Rosalyn simply wanted to find her friend, and the fact she couldn’t contact her worried me. Cam was certain that Ivy had run away. 
Because he had been an asshole to her for weeks on end. 
Deep inside, I knew something was wrong. Between my experience and the pictures I’d found inside Wells’ desk, my heart lurched in my chest. Wherever she was, whatever had happened to her, none of it would be good. 
When we found her, she would be broken, just like me. 
Once I found Ivy, she would no longer pay for the sins of her father–even if I had to fight Cam. We had all done enough damage to her. My phone vibrated in my pocket, and I glanced at it briefly, hoping it was news about Ivy or an apology from Cam. The latter would most likely occur when hell froze over. 
Trey: I’ll meet you back at the house when you finish. We need to talk.
After they had loaded Frankie into the back of Ross’ car, I’d called Trey to see if he could question Caleb for me while I went with Rhyker. I wasn’t sure why I was here except perhaps for moral support, but I didn’t trust Cam. Caleb and Cam didn’t get along on the best of days, and he seemed completely disinterested in trying to find the missing girl he’d tortured since August. 
Niko: Is it about our girl?
Trey: Yeah
I sighed and rubbed my eyes, completely done with the day. I watched as an older woman dug through her purse, pulling out a small pad of paper and a pen for a young child. They too were waiting for someone, and I looked away, sadness washing over me. I pondered what having that kind of family support would feel like. 
Someone cleared their throat, gaining my attention. Detective Ross stood beside me, casually watching the same scene with one hand pulling at the tie around his neck. “Care if I sit next to you, Mr. Stone?”
I shrugged a shoulder at him. “It’s a free country.”
I knew what his play was before he posted up next to me. He would act like the two of us were simply friends, and he was concerned. Then he would dig in, trying to find out any information he could. I still wasn’t sure why he had shown up at Cam’s earlier in the day, but he would reveal that eventually. 
He crossed one leg over his knee and leaned back in his seat, lowering his voice. “Sorry about this morning. I didn’t want to take Frankie to jail, but I couldn’t let her shoot your friend, either.”
I scoffed at him, shaking my head. “She wouldn’t have. It’s just a fun game that they like to play with one another. Cam acts like a shithead, and Frankie tells him about it.”
He raised an eyebrow. “Don’t be so sure about that. Why was she upset this morning? She won’t tell us anything.”
That sounded about right. Frankie didn’t give a fuck about the Forsaken or the Order, and certainly didn’t trust the cops. The rumor I’d heard was that her daughter, Trinity, had gone missing when we were younger. Trinity had given birth to Rhyker and went back to work, needing the money. One day she didn’t come home, and Frankie contacted the authorities, begging for someone to listen. She was met with the excuse that just because her daughter had abandoned a newborn didn’t mean she was missing. Lots of people ran away and started new lives. Ever since then, she’d had a strong suspicion of anyone with power. 
I couldn’t blame her. Everyone in Clearhaven was crooked in one way or another. 
I bit the edge of my nail, trying to decide how to answer the detective. Cluing in the cops to Ivy’s disappearance seemed like a mistake. So many of them were in someone’s pocket or on their payroll. “Just Cam’s usual crap. He said or did something to upset her.”
Ross shifted in his seat. “Most people don’t bring a shotgun to someone’s house before nine in the morning because someone said something they didn’t like.”
“Yeah, well, Frankie isn’t most people.” The conversation dragged on longer than I cared for, so I cut to the chase. “Most cops don’t show up at someone’s house before nine, either. Why were you there?” 
He gave me a quick smile. “I guess I deserve that. Two guys disappeared a little while ago, Jake Fox and Peter Bell. Did you know them?”
My mouth went dry, and I grabbed the soda near my feet. Of course, I knew who the two dickheads were. They were two of the guys who had attacked Ivy on the beach. We had hunted them down and left their bodies in the woods far from Clearhaven, where they wouldn’t be found. We hadn’t found the third person yet, but when we did, they would meet a similar fate. “Who?” I asked, taking a sip from the bottle.
He pulled out his phone and scrolled briefly before turning it to face me. “Perhaps this will help jog your memory.”
I pretended to give it a long look before shaking my head at him. “I’m not certain. Might have seen them on campus, but I can’t recall ever speaking to them.”
He hummed to himself before tucking the phone back into his pocket. “Are you sure about that? Someone said they saw your friend Camden speaking to them the night they vanished. I’m not accusing you of anything, but their parents are certain they wouldn’t have just left without telling someone. One of the young men had a serious girlfriend. Both were on track to graduate by the end of the year. By all accounts, they seem like decent guys.”
I kept my face blank, but internally my blood boiled. Neither of them was decent. Ross was just trying to do his job, but I wondered where this level of enthusiasm for justice was when Maya came forward or when Trinity had gone missing. Or when my mother’s body was found and declared an overdose without investigation. 
Rhyker and Frankie walked out of a door to the left of my seat, and I stood, extending my hand to the cop. “If I hear anything, I’ll relay the information to you,” I told him. I wouldn’t, and he knew it. Even so, he took my hand and gave it a firm shake.
“You do that. I’ll be in touch.”
We waited until we were inside Rhyker’s car to speak. “What was that about?” Frankie asked, looking over the seat at me.
“Just another cop being nosy.”
[image: image-placeholder]Cardboard boxes were piled along the edge of the wall in stacks, waiting to be filled. I sat on the floor of my room, sorting through my things. This had been my childhood home, the one that I had grown up in. My feelings were complicated, and my throat was tight. Music streamed through the speaker on my phone, a welcome distraction from the task at hand. Packing up the house made me feel something other than the guilt of the past few months and the worry of not knowing where Ivy was.
Not that the house was filled with the type of memories most people had–the ones where their mother baked cookies as music filled the kitchen, and they danced together while the scent of cinnamon filled the air. Or the ones where their father took them outside to throw a baseball on the weekend after the grass was freshly mowed.
And it wasn’t that all the memories were bad either. They were just twisted, complicated webs, like everything else in my life. 
Pictures that Katya had drawn in elementary school and awards that Sergei had won for academic achievements lay together in a pile at my knee. By then, my mother had died, and my father had completely checked out. I was proud of what they had accomplished despite the shit hand that fate had given us. 
My father hadn’t mentioned the fact that we were being evicted. As usual, he stayed high enough to ignore reality. A part of me wanted to go through the dust-covered things in his bedroom and see if I could scavenge pieces of my mother to tuck away and hide for myself. I hadn’t decided if I wanted to yet. 
The move-out date would approach faster than I wanted given finals. I had to prepare for slumming it somewhere else, even if my siblings and I were temporarily separated. 
Cam wasn’t home yet. He still had football practice, and I knew staying even transiently at his house weighed on him like an anchor. As angry as I was, I still worried about him. If it were up to me, he would never see the woman who had given birth to him again. The abuse he had hinted at made my skin crawl.
Someone knocked on the frame of my bedroom door, and I glanced up. Trey adjusted his glasses as he stared at the stacks surrounding me. “How is it going?”
It was reminiscent of several years ago when we helped him move all of his belongings to an apartment away from his mother. Their relationship was complicated differently than mine with my parents. “Slow. You wanted to talk?”
His hand darted to his pocket, no doubt to touch the knife that was hidden from sight. “Yeah. The most pressing thing is that I talked to Caleb this morning.”
“What did that dickhead have to say?” I grunted while shoving things into a box.
He knelt beside me. “We need to check Wells’ house, and as much as the two of you don’t care for each other, we’ll probably need his help to get in. Ivy’s apparently been ‘promised’ to him, whatever that means.”
“Fuck that.” Anger filled the spaces of my soul where sadness had been just moments before. I clenched my fists tightly in my lap until the knuckles turned white. “What does promised mean, exactly?”
“No fucking clue, but the Order is involved.”
Of course they were. If the Forsaken weren’t responsible for her disappearance, then they were. I stood and brushed my pants off. “Call Caleb and let’s go get our girl. I’ll kill the dean myself.”
Trey shook his head and put his hand on my arm. “Calm down, Romeo. We have to wait for an evening that Wells isn’t home, and as much as you want to go on a murder spree, it doesn’t look good on future job applications. I have Caleb’s number and he’s going to text me.”
I didn’t want to wait to get Ivy, and a part of me craved putting a hole in the wall near us just to destroy something. Frustrated, I combed my fingers through my hair. “And you trust that dumb fuck?”
“He’s the closest thing we have to an ally right now. We need to be patient.” He rubbed across the bottom of his face, measuring his next response. “On the bright side, I’m signing on a house soon. You know... for us.” He gestured to the boxes. “So you packing is a good thing.”
The tension from earlier left my body as he discussed the house he was purchasing. I was relieved we would have a place of our own soon, even though it would require a lot of work. Not only cleaning but also painting. To get it ready we would have to skip a few of Cam’s upcoming games, but he’d understand. 
At least one thing was falling into place for us, and soon Ivy would be home. We just had to get her first. 
My phone vibrated, and I glanced down at it. I raked my hand through my hair when I saw who it was, taking a deep breath. 
Arabella: I need you.
Me: No, you don’t. I don’t want to have this conversation right now. 
Arabella: Not like that. Party tonight on frat row. 
[image: image-placeholder]Later that evening, I was at yet another party I didn’t care about. I waited for Arabella to show up as I sat outside on the steps nursing a beer. She sauntered towards me wearing a low-cut crop top that barely covered her tits, and I wondered if she was so cold-blooded the weather didn’t bother her. 
Her neon pink nails skated along my arm, and I suppressed the urge to gag. “Where’s the money?” I asked, cutting straight to business.
“Don’t be like that, baby,” she purred at me as she ran her tongue along her bottom lip. “Let me make you feel good first.”
I glared at her and pulled away. “Not a chance in hell, baby.”
She rolled her eyes, pulling cash out of her bra. I wouldn’t have met her tonight if it weren’t for Vincent. The only woman I wanted to make me feel good was gone, and I didn’t know if she would still want me. 








Chapter 8

Cam
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Every muscle in my body tensed as I listened to Niko and Trey detail the plans for the evening. I was sore, tired, and just wanted to sleep. Yet the two of them droned on about needing to save Ivy. Tomorrow was one of the biggest football games of the season, and Coach had hammered in the fact that we needed to rest up tonight to be ready for tomorrow. The two guys I called my best friends were determined that tonight of all nights was when we would have to rescue the girl that I was certain played a role in the Order’s games.  
The photographs were enough evidence to know that my assumptions were right. 
I kept my mouth shut, though. Even Trey’s typical indifference had faded over the past several days. The morning that Frankie had shown up with a shotgun and pointed at my chest, I knew Niko had picked a side. Years of friendship thrown down the drain over what? A woman who couldn’t keep her legs closed? I hadn’t figured out how to make her disappear from our lives once she was “rescued,” but I would. A wedge had been forming between the three of us, and I needed to stop that in its tracks.
To make things worse, we had been packing up our things, preparing for the move that was inevitable. Despite Trey buying a new house, I couldn’t shake off the fear that I would still have to go back to the house I’d grown up in temporarily.
We were monsters, but let it be known exactly what we were. Every girl we had fucked, every person we had killed–they knew what they had gotten into. Some people were worse than us, people that you could never imagine the depths of their depravity by looking at them.   
My mother was one of them. 
Still, I would need somewhere safe for Maya to stay if plans fell through. I couldn’t post up at Trey’s apartment. It was barely big enough for him. Maya’s safety was the only reason I was willing to go “home,” even though I hadn’t called it that in a long time. She was the reason I had made sacrifices for so long.
Niko’s words slammed me out of my thoughts and brought me back to the present. “Caleb is going to be here in about ten minutes.” 
“The fuck he is,” I growled. 
I still didn’t care for Caleb, even if you took Ivy completely out of the equation. He’d been raised with a silver spoon in his mouth and had everything handed to him. Plus, his grandfather associated with Wells, who was a complete creep. From what Trey had insinuated, he was at least associated with the Order, and there was no way we could trust him. 
Even worse, he was the reason behind our situation, the force behind our move. If he hadn’t shown up at the race, life would have been the same as it had for years, minus Trey’s mom reappearing. Caleb didn’t need the money like we did. He wasn’t desperate and trying to claw his way out of a hole he’d been born into. 
Niko sighed at me as Trey grinned and patted my shoulder. “I get it. You’re worried that his dick is bigger than yours, but right now, I need you to focus, Daddy.”
His smug grin made me want to punch him, but I stopped myself. He was simply trying to lighten the situation. “Cam,” he drawled slowly, “we need his help to get into the house. Remember? We already discussed this.”
“I don’t know why we’re trying to find Ivy. You both seem to be oblivious to the game she’s playing. She’s there willingly, and we’re running in like the calvary,” I gritted out. 
Niko’s expression grew pained, and Trey rolled his eyes at me. “Doubtful. You can’t seem to see past your grudge to recognize that no woman would willingly be sequestered away by them. Hell, by anyone. As much as Ivy fought us, do you think she would want to be caged in?”
I pursed my lips as someone knocked on the door, the sound silencing our conversation. Niko opened it without responding to my argument. The rich prick was “essential” to their mission. 
Caleb gave Niko a quick nod. “You guys ready?”
Not really, but I guessed I had to be. 
[image: image-placeholder]Pulling up in front of Abraham Wells’ house was shocking despite growing up in Clearhaven. The stark contrast between the rich and poor in the city was apparent in the houses nestled close to the beach. It loomed in front of us in the cover of night, moonlight reflecting off the exterior. We parked behind Caleb’s car, everyone nervous. 
Everyone except me. I couldn’t care less whether or not we found her, not after everything. 
Caleb adjusted the collar of his polo as he looked at us. “Remember to let me talk to Amelia. She isn’t involved in this, so don’t try to intimidate her,” he said as he made eye contact with me. 
I shoved my hands in my pockets, trying to appear casual. Decking him in front of the dean’s house would be a bad move, even for me. I wouldn’t harass the housekeeper. She was simply the hired help, stuck in the same situation as us. 
Even if she knew what was going on inside the mansion’s walls, what could she do? The answer was nothing. Try to find new employment in a town with no opportunities? Have to look over her shoulder until she could scrounge up enough money to leave? 
So many people went missing every year from around here, mainly women. The cops wouldn’t bat an eye at Amelia’s disappearance and would write her off as another unsolved case. 
We strode toward the door, and when Amelia answered, she threw her arms around Caleb, squeezing him tightly. “What are you doing here this time of the night?”
She wasn’t what I expected, a plump matronly woman with her hair coiled tightly into a bun. For the first time ever, Caleb seemed genuine. None of his usual arrogance bled through as he returned her hug. It didn’t make me like him anymore, but I found it curious. “I need a favor from you,” he told her softly. “I don’t want to get you into trouble, but do you remember the girl I came here with a few weeks ago?”
Amelia’s eyes widened, and she dusted her hands nervously on her skirt. “What’s happened to her? I tried to tell her to be careful. I knew they would try to collect her. They always do.”
“Is she here?”
Amelia shook her head emphatically. “I don’t think so. If someone had brought her here, I would have heard or seen something.”
The corner of Niko’s lips lifted, the closest thing to a reassuring expression he could manage. “Ma’am, do you mind if we look around? Just in case you missed something.”
Amelia’s fingers curled into the cloth she was clutching. “Go right ahead, but hurry. If Abraham catches you here, I don’t know what he’ll do.” She gave Caleb a motherly peck on the cheek. “Next time, you call ahead if you’re bringing friends. I could have made the four of you something.”
We each took off to different parts of the house, searching for the red-haired girl that consumed us, and I reflected on Amelia’s words. Friends. That wasn’t a word that I would use to describe our relationship with Caleb. In fact, I wasn’t sure he had any. I’d let Amelia believe that, though. I didn’t know their history, but it was apparent that she cared for him.
I flung open the doors and glanced around, door after door, bedroom after bedroom. I looked in closets and bathrooms, but there was nothing. The rooms were clean and tidy, their furnishings expressing wealth I couldn’t even fathom. After the fifth room, it seemed they had been untouched for a while. 
Despite my dislike of Ivy, the pit of my stomach fell when I realized she wasn’t there. The Order was holding her somewhere no one could find her. 
After searching the last room, I returned to the foyer and waited. One by one, the others joined me silently. “Nothing?” Niko asked, but from his tone, he already knew the answer.
“I was so sure she would be here. Wells is obsessed with her. I have something else I still have to take care of tonight,” Caleb muttered, “but I’ll try to find out where she is. As soon as I have anything, I’ll text Trey.” 
My eyes narrowed on him with annoyance. Until we found her, I would continue to assume that she was willingly missing, leading a life of luxury with one of the older men from the pictures. Caleb ignored me, his mask of indifference firmly back in place, choosing to say goodbye to the housekeeper instead. 
The drive back to Niko’s gave me time to think, and I wondered what Caleb had to take care of that late at night. 
My grandmother had said nothing good happened after midnight, and now that I was older, I believed it. After all, I knew what I did for the Forsaken late at night and the sins we committed. 








Chapter 9

Caleb
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Disappointed. That was how I felt leaving Abraham Wells’ house. Sitting behind the wheel of my car, I inhaled deeply and told myself everything was fine. I had been so certain that was where Ivy was being held. Every threat that had been lobbed at me and conversation that I had overheard pointed in that direction.  
I brushed my hand through my hair and puffed out my cheeks as I turned up the music playing over the speakers. Outside, everything blurred by as I raced toward the town’s limits. When I’d said I had something to take care of, I’d meant it. I tried to get lost in the heavy beat of the bass and the rhythm of the drums, but it was impossible. 
My grandfather insisted Clarissa needed to be taken care of, and by taken care of, he meant killed. Why it had to be me was anyone’s guess, but I assumed that this was all part of his way to test my loyalty to him and the Order, the pretentious fuckers. This was a woman he’d insisted give me a blowjob, and now he wanted her death to be at my hand. 
It wasn’t that I was opposed to murder, quite the contrary, but I wanted there to be a solid reason behind it. Originally, I had been plotting a way to make it look like a murder and give her money to disappear from Clearhaven. She could start over and have the happily ever after I wouldn’t. 
Unfortunately, my grandfather also demanded that he have absolute proof she was dead. He initially insisted that I take Keith with me so that he had a witness. It was icing on the cake that the man was instrumental in my torture when I disobeyed the Order’s decrees. One of the many ways Fletcher Vance kept me in line. 
For the plan I had, Keith’s help wasn’t necessary. I sent a message to him earlier in the evening to wait for my call.
Despite Clarissa speaking to the police, I still didn’t think it warranted death, and I’d debated how to kill her. Stabbing her was far too personal. Running her off the road with my car left room for error. Shooting her would be quick, but gruesome.
I’d decided to go with something more creative that required a degree of deception. She would never see it coming. Behind my seat sat the bottle of hemlock-infused gin and a two-liter of lemon-lime soda. Gin seemed like the perfect liquor to mask the floral flavor of the poisonous plant. From all the research I’d done, it seemed like it would take one to two hours for the toxic compounds to do their job, impacting nerve impulses before causing respiratory failure.
As I carefully muddled the leaves and seeds before placing them into the gin, I debated a way to poison my grandfather. With Keith ever present, killing him any other way would be difficult. It was doubtful a plan like that would work. Fletcher Vance was too smart to accept a drink that wasn’t made by someone he didn’t trust and would find it suspicious that I offered him one. Additionally, killing my grandfather would do nothing other than fill me with satisfaction. It wouldn’t solve all of my problems.
I was still tied to the secret society through my bloodline and brand.
Like a hydra, if I cut off its head, two more would grow in its place. My grandfather wasn’t the head of the Order. In fact, none of us knew who the Princeps was. I had guesses but no way to confirm my theory.
I pulled off onto a gravel driveway adjacent to her house and cut the engine. It was a small, one-story ranch that had seen better days. The long-neglected lawn desperately needed mowing, and a rusted chair sat by the front door. A flowerbed encompassed the perimeter of the house, filled with plants that were brown, dying from the change of seasons. The paint on the wood siding was chipped and faded, needing a fresh coat a decade ago. A shed in similar condition and an old trampoline were in view behind the house.
The neighborhood reeked of poverty. It was no wonder that Clarissa had been persuaded to work for the Order in any capacity. She was simply trying to escape the life she’d been born into. Just like me. The thought left a bitter taste in my mouth.
Headlights illuminated the house, and I could see a flicker of light through the window. At this time of the night, Clarissa would be getting ready for bed, and a girl like her would never turn down a nightcap or two from a member of the Order. She peeked through the curtains before opening. She wore a large t-shirt that exposed her legs to the chilled night air. I exited my car and reached for the bottles inside before stepping closer.
“What are you doing here?” she asked me. I took a moment to commit her face to memory, another victim caught up in my grandfather’s politics. In another lifetime, she would have been considered beautiful with her long, flowing hair and rosy cheeks.
I smirked at her, knowing I had to play the part of the arrogant, rich playboy, and held up the bottle of gin. “Thought you might enjoy a drink or two before bed. I should have called, but I thought I’d surprise you.”
Her fingers trailed up my forearm, and the smile on her face grew. “I’d really like that.” She stepped aside to let me into the house. “My roommates are out of town for the weekend, so this is perfect.”
Perfect. She didn’t realize how true her words were. Her friends would find her dead in bed when they returned on Sunday night. There would be no witnesses that I was here, and the likelihood that they would do a full autopsy on a girl from this part of the city was next to zero. They would assume that she had somehow overdosed and call it a day.
I walked past her into the small kitchen and placed the bottles on the countertop. “How has your week been?” I asked, making small talk and trying to put her at ease. I opened a cabinet and pulled out two chipped coffee cups.
She practically beamed from the attention I gave her. Her cheeks were rosy, and her eyes bright with excitement. She curled a strand of hair around her finger. “It’s better now that I’m seeing you.”
Ice clinked into the cups, and I placed my body in front of them, blocking what I was pouring from her view. Soda in both, gin in only her drink.
It was ironic that her week was better because I had shown up. We had only interacted once when she was directed to drop to her knees in front of me.
I understood why completely. Her family had probably told her to find work within the elite. There she would find her Prince Charming to sweep her off her feet, rescue her, and together they would ride off into the sunset.
Even better that I was young and wealthy, she wouldn’t be stuck with someone old enough to be her father. After a few children, her husband would grow bored with her and acquire a mistress, but that didn’t matter. Her future would be secured.
And after tonight, it would definitely be secured.
I picked up both cups and sat her drink in front of her. She wrinkled her nose as she took a sip. “It tastes like pine trees and plants.”
A deep laugh shook my body as I sipped my drink. “It’s an acquired taste, I suppose. The most important ingredient in gin is juniper.” I sat down in the seat next to her, my cloth-covered knee grazing the naked skin of her leg. “Different brands use other ingredients to accentuate the flavor. Some use orange peel or licorice root.”
She took another longer drink. “What does this brand have in it?”
“Mmm. This one uses special ingredients.” I let the words hang in the air, the double entendre not lost on me. “Saffron and verbena.”
She tipped the cup up, nearly emptying it, and I grabbed it to make her a second drink. “Is it expensive?”
So expensive that it will cost you your life. “Very,” I replied. “One of the most expensive in the world. A girl like you only deserves the best.” The flush from her cheeks ran down her neck, disappearing beneath the collar of her shirt at my words.
That was how most of the evening went. I made her more drinks than I could count, even as her words slurred and her eyes grew heavy. I learned Clarissa wanted to become a teacher eventually. On top of the parties she attended, she also worked at a local grocery store stocking shelves overnight. Tonight had been her day off. She had two sisters and a brother that still lived at home with her mother, and her father had left when she was small.
She was full of hopes and dreams. Aspirations for the future. I was here to destroy them all.
I knew when the hemlock began impacting her system. Her pupils were blown, and she grew restless, shifting in her seat during our conversation. Sweat beaded along her brow. She laid her chin on the table as we continued to talk, time stretching on.
Eventually, she dropped the cup, and her fingers twitched. “I don’t feel good,” she slurred.
I put my hand on hers to reassure her. “It’s probably the alcohol. You’re tired, and the amount you drank isn’t helping. Let’s get you to bed,” I murmured. Gently, I scooped her into my arms as she trembled against my chest.
I walked through the dimly lit house, floorboards creaking beneath my feet, and opened the first door I came to. “Is this one yours?” I asked. She nodded slightly, and I placed her on the thin mattress, pulling back the threadbare blanket.
Even her room was bleak. The musty smell of mildew clung to the air, and the walls were covered in peeling, faded floral wallpaper, pale yellow peeking through in places. She’d taped pictures above the headboard, an ode to the future she desired. A car, a house, flowers, a pool. 
Things that I typically took for granted.
Carefully I covered her up. ”St-st...” The word that she wanted to say was stuck in her throat. Muscle paralysis was setting in, and she was frightened. I sat beside her on the bed and held her hand in mine.
“Until the end,” I whispered. The thought that her only crime was being born in Clearhaven crossed my mind. She was nothing more than a victim of circumstance.
The void inside of me grew as I watched her fall asleep, the alcohol pulling her under. Finally, her breaths rattled before her chest ceased to move. I stood and pulled out my phone, sending the mandatory text to Keith. 
Me: It’s done.








Chapter 10

Ivy
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Light poured in from the outside hallway, and I covered my eyes. I wasn’t sure how long I had been stuck in the dark, but the rumbling in my stomach told me it had been a while. My muscles ached, and the manacles on my limbs cut into my skin. Every movement sent waves of pain through me. Even the cuts on my face hurt. 
My brain screamed at me I should try to hide from whoever my visitor was, but my body refused to cooperate, so I sat there limply. “Ivy!” the familiar voice called out, cutting through the shadows, and I grimaced, nausea rolling in my stomach. I’d rather it be Wells or one of his many visitors that forced themselves on me rather than listen to her sickeningly sweet voice that spouted half-truths she had skewed to fit her narrative. 
I wondered what her angle was and what was in it for her. Why had she gotten involved with Wells in the first place?
I stayed silent, my head hazy and mouth dry. She wasn’t looking for a reply from me.
“You’ve been behaving much better since they increased the drugs. Are you ready for your reward?”
I sat stock still, allowing the wall behind me to ground me. If it was a reward she or Wells had planned, I was certain I wouldn’t enjoy it. 
Regina nodded to the two silhouettes backlit by the light, and they came forward. The approaching forms were hulking masses, each well over six feet tall. I couldn’t make out their features; black masquerade masks hid their eyes and obscured their faces. They looked like creatures torn from a nightmare, the type that haunted you even after you woke up. 
I had plenty of experience with nightmares like that. 
I caught their scents as they crept closer, and I wrinkled my nose. The cologne was sickly sweet and strong, intensifying the pounding in my head. One grabbed for me, his hands cold and calloused as he unlocked the shackles that bound me. Roughly, he tugged me to my feet and began dragging me toward the door. 
My body throbbed with every step, and the pain between my thighs was somehow amplified. Still, I tried to take in my surroundings as he led me through corridors, turning left and right before we came to a set of stairs. Climbing them filled me with a sense of dread. I lifted my foot, and the second man grew impatient, hoisting me over his shoulder. “We don’t have time for this,” he mumbled. 
The world was upside down, and the stench of his body odor enveloped me. My head and arms dangled down his back, and my stomach churned.
The man that was halfway up the stairs chuckled. “Don’t let anyone hear you say that, especially with the amount we’re paid.” 
At the top of the stairs, they carried me through an open door and turned left into a sitting room. Dark leather furniture was strategically placed around the space. There was no light in here despite the windows lining the far wall. Plush carpet covered the floors, and garnet paint decorated the walls. Heavy brocade drapes were closed, blocking the outside world from sight. 
The occasional crystal ashtray sat on tables, no doubt for men smoking cigars. There was no way to discern where I was being held or what type of place it was.
My aunt’s voice chimed from somewhere behind me. “Deposit her in room six for me and lock her in. I’ll take care of her in a moment.”
Down a long corridor containing several doors, he deposited me unceremoniously into “room six.” My thoughts were at war with one another. They trapped me in a different type of cell that would be impossible to escape from. Another part of me was grateful that I was no longer in the basement.
A four-poster bed sat in the middle of the room with a thick, black velvet comforter adorned with golden threads. Opposite it, a fireplace was lit, the flames dancing slowly and filling the room with the scent of burning wood. A crystal chandelier hung from the ceiling. A vase of fresh-cut roses decorated the bedside table.
It was luxurious, reminding me of a different time in my life. One from before my father was unveiled as a monster. Bitterly, I thought of him and how he had sold me to the monsters of Clearhaven. He’d known my fate and had never mentioned it.  
The fire crackled in the fireplace, and the sound of classical music played somewhere in the distance. I trailed my fingers along the wall, cautiously exploring while waiting for Regina to return. 
When someone finally came to check on me, it wasn’t my aunt but a woman in her late twenties. She had thick, dark hair braided down her back and wore a floral dress with cap sleeves. She looked up and down my body, appraising me. Her gaze made me want to hide, but I lifted my chin and held my shoulders back. 
“So you are what the fuss is all over,” she stated in a thick accent, waving her hand in the air to dismiss me. “They are idiots, all of them. Chaining a girl your size up in the basement with no food. Brutes with no manners.”
She grabbed my arm, leading me across the room. “You need a bath and someone to treat your wounds.” She sniffed a little and shuddered. “You smell like sex and fear, no offense.”
”None taken,” I mumbled, unsure how to take her. Was she an ally or another person who would betray me?
She escorted me through a door in the far corner of the room into a bathroom equally luxurious as the bedroom. The floors were black marble, and a clawfoot tub sat against the wall. Bottles of shampoo, soap, and a variety of lotions lined the cabinet top.
The woman plugged the tub and started the water, adjusting it to her liking before she began adding things to the bath water. Soon, steam rose from the bath, filling the air with the scent of lavender, and bubbles covered the water’s surface. 
“Get in,” she directed, her tone leaving no room for argument.
Slowly, I stripped from what remained of my clothes, turning my back to her for a sense of privacy. She snorted at me. “It’s nothing I haven’t seen before, especially here.”
I nodded as I dipped a toe in, expecting her to leave. Instead, she sat on the edge of the toilet. “You can go,” I told her. 
She snorted again and rubbed her hand over her face. “Not if I value my life.” She was stuck here too, even if it wasn’t for the same reason.
I picked up the cloth and poured soap onto it. “What’s your name?” I asked her. If we were stuck together, even for just this afternoon, I needed to know what to call her. 
“Olya.” She chewed on her lip, the first sign of nervousness I had seen from her. “Listen to me, Ivy. They told me they will only force you to entertain certain guests, but… the men here are not nice.”
I paused, wondering if I could glean information from her. “And where is here?” 
Her fingers curled into the hem of her dress. “I knew they had told you nothing. Chika, you are at a whorehouse. They may have painted it and dress us in nice clothes, but that is still all it is.”
[image: image-placeholder]After every inch of my skin was scrubbed until it was raw, Olya handed me a soft, thin white dress to cover myself with. “Your aunt is waiting for you outside. She’s a terrible woman. Try not to anger her,” she whispered. “I’ll be back later. Do you like to read?”
I froze at her question. She sighed deeply, weary of the day and probably me. “You’ll have a lot of time to pass by yourself trapped in here, especially not entertaining the men. I have some books you can borrow. At least I can roam the halls, but you,” she pointed at my chest, “they don’t trust you.”
I nodded my head at her. Books were a way that I could escape. “I would love to borrow a book.”
”In the morning, then. After the clients are gone.”
Without another word, she left. I glanced around the bathroom, looking for a brush to delay the inevitable and avoid my aunt. My hair was tangled into knots, matted from however long they had held me here. I gave up, not finding one. 
In the bedroom, my aunt sat on the edge of the bed and patted beside her. “I promised you a reward if you were good.” The brush I’d been looking for was on the bedside table beside her. I moved robotically toward her and sank down with my back to her. 
Slowly she began brushing my hair, her hands more gentle than I thought possible. “I’m going to tell you a story. Once upon a time, there was a girl from a beach town. This town was very poor, and the people struggled every day. She had met a boy at school who she believed was her soulmate, and even though she was in high school, she became pregnant.”
Tears formed in my eyes as the brush snagged in my hair. Why was she telling me this story? “When he found out, he was ecstatic and got a job, promising her a future and a life together.” 
She paused dramatically, her motions completely stilling before she continued. “Then one day, the boy who she thought loved her more than the moon and the stars vanished without a word. Of course, the girl was devastated, and who wouldn’t be? After all, this was the love of her life, and she was very pregnant. She had the baby after graduating from high school.”
My brain was hazy from the drugs, but something about her words seemed very important.
“A wealthy man approached her one day at work and told her she could make a lot of money if she agreed to go out with one of his friends. It was an offer she couldn’t refuse. Mouths needed to be fed, and bills had to be paid. Babies cost a lot.”
”Who is this about?” I asked, my voice shaky.
She ran the brush slowly through my hair. “Just keep listening, and everything will become apparent. The girl went out with the older man’s friend. He lived quite a distance away, but the trip would be worth it, or so she thought. The friend was wealthy and handsome. It seemed like the perfect opportunity.”
”This continued for weeks. They would meet in secret, not telling a soul. Her paycheck depended on her discretion. Then she fell pregnant. The man was well known and couldn’t afford such a scandal, so he took the most rational course of action. He felt she was trying to ruin his life and would use the child as leverage against him.”
She laid the brush down and stood so that she was in front of me. I stared at her, curious about what would happen to the woman.
“One day, after several drinks, he told his closest friend everything. That friend didn’t want to marry, but he wanted a child. Specifically, a boy he could raise in his image and that could take over his company. So he did the only reasonable thing he could do. He kidnapped her and held her captive until after she gave birth to the child. When the ultrasound confirmed that the baby was a girl, not a boy, they weren’t sure what to do, but finally decided they would figure something out. After all, a female child was a powerful bargaining chip.” 
I held my breath, knowing that the end of the story would be a tragedy. My aunt’s next words splintered my heart. “Hours after labor, she was dead from a gunshot wound to the head.“
My eyes stung from the story. The woman had been treated as nothing more than a piece of meat. “That’s terrible. Why would you tell me something like that?”
Regina shrugged at me. “You wanted answers, and I gave them to you. That story,” she glanced down at her nails, “is about your mother. That’s how you came into the world, trapped before birth.”








Chapter 11

Caleb
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Candles flickered against the wall, the only illumination in the room. I stood in the heavy hooded cloak, waiting for the ceremony to begin. Twice a year, we gathered on the full moon to partake in an antiquated ritual that ended in new members being welcomed into the elite. A dusty book sat on the stone dais, waiting to be read from. I had heard its words enough times to recite it from memory, the Latin echoing in my head. 
It roughly translated into something like, bound by blood, you will never betray your brothers. Bound by spirit, you will never reveal what transpires between us. Our knowledge is sacred, given to us by the Divine. We pledge loyalty and secrecy to the Order above all, under penalty of death.
What it really meant is that you never questioned the Order or its senior members. 
Clarissa’s death weighed heavily on my mind. A teacher. She had wanted to be a teacher. Her sad house haunted my dreams like her final breaths still rattled in my ears. Her only crime had been she knew too much.
Detective Ross had dug too deeply, and he wasn’t the one who paid the price.
Ivy’s disappearance deepened my resentment of the secret society. My grandfather’s insistence that she wasn’t missing, but exactly where she was destined to be added to that. The cops in Clearhaven wouldn’t bat an eye if we told them she had vanished. They never did.
The final nail in the coffin for me was my upcoming engagement party. Even though Rosalyn and I both had protested, we were being forced to put on a charade all to protect someone who was essentially a ghost. Cam’s nickname for Ivy had never been more fitting.
I stared at the other men, our identities hidden by the hood we wore. Somewhere in the circle stood a judge, mayor, senator, police chief, and a half dozen other men of power. The Order ensured that people who supported their interests, no matter how twisted, held positions in the town, state, and national government.
We said nothing as we waited for the sound of footsteps to echo across the damp stone of the basement. The Davenport mansion was considered long abandoned by the people of Clearhaven, but that wasn’t exactly true. Wrought iron gates kept trespassers out and were carefully guarded. The walls of the two-hundred-year-old house contained records of every Order member ever initiated, marriage licenses, and other supporting documents.
Finally, I heard them. Someone shuffled forward into the center of the circle, heavy chains scraping against the concrete floor. The teenager was no more than fifteen, shirtless and scrawny. His skin was still pristine and unmarked, but that would change tonight.
The man walking behind him, the Princeps, kicked the back of his knees, forcing him into a kneeling position on the floor. The teen landed with a soft grunt but stayed silent. He was probably under the impression that being inducted into the Order was an honor, a privilege given to those blessed enough to be born into money.
He didn’t know it was actually a curse that would damn him for the rest of his days. It would shackle him to the whims of men from a different generation whose desires differed from yours. It would guarantee you a place at the table, a well-paying job, and a beautiful wife who was perfect in every way. The price was steep, and your hands would be stained with blood forever.
The Princeps stepped behind the dais, silently judging everyone in attendance. No one knew the identity of the leader of the Order. Some unknown person outside of Clearhaven decided it. All very cloak and dagger, shrouded by secrets and mystical bullshit. We knew it was a male who lived in town. That was all. Any clue I could have gleaned to determine his name was veiled through masks and a voice modulator.
Rather than the sliver of skin you could sometimes see from the other members of the Order at the correct angle, all you could glimpse was a metallic red slice of paint.
“Today, we have gathered together to celebrate the beginning of a new chapter,” the Princeps began, his voice rumbling through the room. “Who presents our new initiate?”
A man stepped forward, the flames casting eerie shadows around. “I do, Princeps.” It was Gervais, his unique accent lilting at the end of his words. I rolled my eyes in silence, knowing that no one could see my facial expressions. The only reason I attended this macabre tradition was Ivy.
The Princeps picked up a gilded dagger from the Dais. “You have been chosen now for a special honor. Our blood binds us together for one common goal.” In his second hand, he picked up a chalice. He sliced his palm open, squeezing garnet liquid into a cup. He took the idea of blood tying us together literally.
We passed the chalice between each man in the circle, repeating the motion as the Princeps continued speaking. “I will reward your loyalty with fortune beyond your greatest imagination, but it requires absolute obedience.”
Once the circuit had been completed, the Princeps stepped forward, handing the goblet to the young man. “Repeat after me.”
The words faded into the background as I allowed my mind to wander. Anything he uttered didn’t matter because they were lined with falsehoods. Ideas like justice and truth, supposedly core pillars of the secret society, were completely absent. The only correct thing was that betraying the men in this room had one penalty—death.
The teen repeated his vows and lifted the cup to his lips. I grimaced, remembering the taste of the cooling blood that had mixed together. Even in the dim light, his lips were stained red as he handed the cup to someone nearby and bowed his head.
The Princeps gestured for two of the cloaked men to come forward. As they stalked toward him, my heart raced in my chest. The next part of the initiation cemented his place in this world, the one very few people knew about. The unsuspecting teenager was jerked to his feet by the chains binding him. “Walk,” the Princeps commanded.
The look of surprise on the teen’s face would have been comical if I hadn’t been there before. Before the initiation, you were told nothing. After you swallowed blood and repeated words of Latin your tongue stumbled over, you assumed that the worst was over.
In a single file line, we followed behind the Princeps up the stairs to the dark outside. Nearby a fire roared, and a gigantic cloaked man waited with a branding iron, the metal glowing red hot. The shirtless youth trembled, and his steps faltered as he walked forward. The two men tasked with escorting the initiate grasped his arms, ensuring he didn’t fall.
A part of me wanted to tell him to run and never look back, but he already knew too much and would never escape them. A larger portion considered rolling my eyes again. The worst kept secret in town was the scar that decorated the skin of members of the Order. Some people kept them better hidden than others, but it was there.
When the iron touched the bicep of the young man, he shrieked. It was over as soon as it began, and his escorts dropped his arms. He fell to the ground, his eyes rimmed with unshed tears. The Princeps came forward and touched the top of his head. “Welcome to the Order, brother. Now it’s time to celebrate.”
[image: image-placeholder]Celebration in the order meant one thing. A gigantic party. The only difference between the party being held inside the Davenport mansion and one being held anywhere else in Clearhaven was the amount of money spent. The clothes, the alcohol, and the drugs cost more than most people spend on rent.
Everyone’s cloaks had been long discarded, hung in a vacant room until we were called together the next time. The Princeps sat across the room in a leather wingback chair, his mask still firmly in place. Even during meetings, it stayed on, and I often wondered who he was beneath his costume.
I stood in a corner, watching the new initiate drink high-dollar scotch and snort a line of cocaine. Several women who worked the Order’s parties and meetings had been called earlier. One kneeled between the teenager’s knees, and I averted my eyes.
Sex was simply another tool used to keep members in line. When you first joined, an eager woman offering a blowjob was exciting and a way to blow off steam. As time passed, it turned into a weapon they would use against you.
I’d let the teen enjoy his fun, though. The next part of his initiation would be far less arousing, at least for some. Within the next week, he would receive an envelope containing a name and be required to kill them in whatever way he saw fit. It served the purpose of not only blackmail they could use at any time, but also a way to prove you were loyal.
I closed my eyes, ignoring the scene around me. I’d seen enough of them fucking women and each other to last a lifetime. “You aren’t having a good time,” my grandfather stated beside me.
I shrugged as I sipped my drink, not bothering to look at him. “I have an early day tomorrow.”
He slapped my arm before he walked away, leaving me to my thoughts. I let out a small breath, relieved he hadn’t pushed the issue. The last time he had, it ended in the death of an innocent woman, and I wasn’t prepared to repeat history yet. 








Chapter 12

Cam
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My muscles ached as I stripped out of my gear, ready to go home—whatever that meant—and be by myself. I had no intention of talking to Niko or Trey after they missed my game. It had been the biggest game of the season, a ticket into at least one of the upcoming bowl games, but instead, they had gone to clean up the house that Trey was buying later in the week. They knew what football meant to me. It was a lifeline and a potential way to another life. I didn’t have a future in photography, at least not in Clearhaven.  
Bitterly, I thought about how if it had dealt with Ivy, they would have dropped everything to save her or simply stand by her side. Last night was proof of that. Despite my warnings that she was involved with the Order, both of my friends—and Caleb, that dick—rushed out to Abraham Wells’ mansion, insisting that she was hidden away there. 
She hadn’t been, and I’d sacrificed sleep in the name of loyalty.
I scoffed to myself as I stood beneath the jets of the shower. Loyalty. It was a funny word. I knew I was being ridiculous, but I couldn’t help myself as I thought about the fact that Ivy had driven a wedge between me and the two people I was closest to in the world. Cracks had formed between the three of us. If you had asked me a year ago if we would be friends until we went out in a blaze of glory, I would have told you that, without a doubt, we would. That there was no one I trusted with my life more. 
I toweled off and pulled on jeans as my teammates cheered around me. The game against Lakewood had been tough, but somehow we won. Well, more accurately, my team won. I didn’t count myself in the victory, considering I’d played like shit, my mind too preoccupied with real life. Usually, during a game, I had laser focus, my troubles fading around me, but tonight? 
Tonight, the only thing I felt was the deep-seated emotion of loneliness consuming me. My brain yelled at me I was the only one I could rely on, and no one cared whether I existed. 
“You coming to the after party?” One of the wide receivers, Julian, asked me as he shrugged on a hoodie. 
I shook my head at him. “Not tonight, next week.” Usually, I gave the excuse that I needed to check on Maya, but the truth was I just needed to breathe. 
I left the stadium, ready to start my trek across town on foot. Typically, the guys would give me a ride home, but I refused to call them. After all, I was the only one I needed. I could probably ask one of my teammates to drop me off or call an Uber, but the crisp night air bit into my flesh. A walk across town would help me clear my head even if my body protested. 
My phone rang in my pocket, and I was tempted to ignore it—shut it off for the evening—but I checked to see who was calling like a responsible human being. When I saw it was Vincent, I sighed heavily. Dealing with someone from the Forsaken seemed like hell given my mood, but I answered anyway. Blood in, blood out. 
“Meet me on First Avenue in the next thirty. We have something to take care of.”
A laugh bubbled up from somewhere, but I couldn’t stop it. “Yeah, about that. I’m just now leaving the game and don’t have a car. You might be waiting a while.”
Rustling filtered into my ears from the other line. “Stay where you are. I’ll have Justice pick you up.”
I pushed out a breath and sat on the curb, knowing he’d be here in less than ten minutes. Justice drove like a bat out of hell. What I didn’t realize as I stared into the darkness was how much my life’s trajectory could change in an instant.
[image: image-placeholder]The something that had to be taken care of was a meeting at a warehouse on the outskirts of town near the paper mill. A man with thick black hair and silver streaks threaded throughout sat across from us, slowly tapping his finger on the top of the table. “I think you’re wasting my time,” he drawled, looking bored. “Either you have my product, or you don’t.”
For the first time in history, Vincent Ross looked flustered. His usual cocky demeanor had faded away as soon as he stepped inside the building. “Donovan, I’ll have it. Give me a few more days.” 
Donovan smirked at him. “This is the second time this month you’ve shorted me. Perhaps it was simply an oversight, though I doubt it. If I have to meet with you again…” He trailed off, but the implication was clear. I didn’t know the man, but he clearly didn’t give a shit about the Forsaken or the Order. He acted like he was above all of that. 
We waited until after he and his men left, their engines rumbling into the distance before anyone spoke. “Make sure he gets extra product next week,” he mumbled to Justice before straightening his shirt and exiting through the large metal doors. Justice locked the padlock, and we walked out into the night air. 
My presence at the meeting had been entirely unnecessary—simply a show of force—and I wondered why he had wanted me to accompany him, but I didn’t ask. Vincent wouldn’t have given me answers anyway. 
Three men stepped out of a black SUV a few feet away from us dressed in black suits, but I thought nothing of it. I wasn’t even carrying my piece. I’d left the game with no intentions of doing anything but sleeping. 
Clearhaven was small enough that there were no real rival gangs, and they didn’t look like they belonged to the motorcycle club that hung around in the seedy bars near the beach. Besides, Knight and his guys kept to themselves for the most part. 
Sometimes, late at night, I contemplated how Vincent was simply playing at being a gangster. After all, everyone knew that the Order ran Clearhaven, not the Forsaken.
It took me off guard when shots rang out. Justice crumpled beside me, falling to the ground and clutching his torso with ragged breaths. Vincent, the bitch he was, ran around the side of the car, seeking shelter. It was too late for him, though. Attempting to determine the best course of action, I scanned my surroundings while one man tackled Vincent to the concrete.
Something inside me screamed I should run, and so I did. My choices were slim. Getting into Vincent’s car unscathed wasn’t an option. He was having the hell beaten out of him. They locked the warehouse up, and fumbling through the dying man’s pockets seemed like a waste of time. The closest residential area was two miles down the road, and no one hung out in this part of town at nearly midnight. No one was around to hear the gunshots that rang out in the night. 
My best bet was to disappear into the tree line across the road and hide in the woods. 
I prayed silently that an unseen power would lend me a hand—even if he never had before—as my feet pounded on the pavement. My greatest hope was that the three men would be so caught up in whatever they were doing to Vincent that they would forget me. My chest heaved with exertion as I neared the trees looming about ten feet away, and my heart raced from the adrenaline coursing through my veins. 
I counted silently in my head as I closed the gap. Ten. Nine. Eight. Pop. I tumbled to my knees into the grass, pain shooting through my limbs at not only the impact, but the bullet that had found its mark. 
I tried to pull myself up, knowing I couldn’t stay in one place. My fingers traced the wound in my abdomen, and thick, sticky liquid coated them immediately. An engine roared to life across the street and peeled down the road. I glanced over my shoulder, ensuring my assailants were no longer there. 
My hands fumbled into my pockets, and I pulled out my phone, calling the one person I knew that might be able to save me. “Hey, can you come pick me up?” I rasped, my voice shaking. “Across the street from the warehouse.”
Exhaustion threatened to pull me under, and a cold weariness settled into my limbs. I could close my eyes, just for a moment.








Chapter 13

Niko
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Disappointment threaded through my brain. We still hadn’t found Ivy. I’d almost been certain we’d find her at Abraham Wells’ home, trapped in the basement or locked away in a room hidden from the rest of the world. Caleb had promised to keep digging to discover where she was being held captive. I still didn’t trust him and wasn’t thrilled he was interested in my girl. 
Even though I would share her with my brothers, that was what I considered her. Mine. I wasn’t worthy of her, not even if I apologized a million times. I had too many secrets and hadn’t stood up to Cam when she needed it most, choosing to allow him to play his games instead. Still, despite that, I wanted her and would try to prove that what had grown between us was real.
My soul understood hers. In the darkness of her bedroom, it had clawed at my chest, crying out for her. If I could redo that night, I would. Take back the harshness of my words and actions. I couldn’t, though.
Earlier that morning, as dim light poured in illuminating Cam’s face, I watched him peacefully sleep knowing I was about to hurt him like I had Ivy. Carefully, I brushed a lock of hair from his face. Typically, he was up before me, especially on game day. Football wasn’t just a sport to him or how he could afford college. It was a potential ticket out of this hellhole.
Today was the first time I missed one of his games since high school.
Our relationship was complicated, and his feelings regarding Ivy only added to the mix. Despite his feelings on the matter, he’d helped us look for her last night. He’d made it extremely clear to me he thought she’d played us and made us look like fools. Every time he started in on his shit, it took everything inside of me not to roll my eyes or punch him. Or to spew my secrets for him to discover. 
I knew exactly what the photos in the dean’s office meant. After all, the same thing had happened to me at Gervais’ party.
Still, despite his bitterness, I couldn’t let him go, and I hated to see him hurt. Part of me wondered if his refusal to let anyone else in, especially Ivy, hinged on his relationship with his mother. He’d never explained everything to me, both of us holding our secrets close to our chests.
As his eyes flickered open, my heart raced behind my ribs; I knew broaching the subject would be difficult, but I didn’t account for the disappointment that crossed his face. 
I told him about Trey’s plan to clean the house before next weekend so we could move in early. Not that Cam was unreasonable or illogical. He knew that what we were doing was for the best, not just for us, but for Maya, Sergei, and Katya as well. 
Sometimes emotions weren’t fueled by logic, and when he gave me a weak smile, my heart shattered.
[image: image-placeholder]My first impression of the new house that we were moving into wasn’t the best. It had been abandoned years ago and needed work. A lot of work. It wasn’t just the yard that needed cutting or the peeling paint. The shutters were hanging on by a thread, and plants grew in the gutters.
We were going to live here, at least for a while.
Music vibrated the window panes, signaling that Trey was already inside, and I carefully climbed the steps leading to the front door. When I walked in, he didn’t acknowledge me, too caught up in throwing things inside a huge trash bag. I grabbed one from the box lying on the floor and got started. There was so much shit everywhere, and the size of the task overwhelmed me. With classes and Ivy going missing, I wondered if we could have everything ready in a week.
“How’s Cam?” he yelled over the music while he shoved beer cans and empty fifths into a bag.
How was he? He hadn’t spoken to me after telling him I wasn’t going to his game. After showering, he’d left without a word, a cloud hanging over him.
“He’s fine, I guess.” That was the simplest answer.
Trey shoved his glasses up and tilted his head. “Fine? He didn’t seem pissed about last night or us skipping the game today?”
I lifted one shoulder as I turned the music down some. “Yeah, well, he didn’t say anything. You know how he is.”
We worked while we talked, chipping away at the trash and the possessions people had left behind. It was clear squatters had lived in the house at some point; sleeping bags and piles of dirty clothes were scattered throughout the house. The walls were scuffed with dirt, and the carpet was stained with things I didn’t want to consider. Trash was piled in every corner, and the scent of garbage, piss, and mildew permeated every inch of the building.
Slowly, I moved into the kitchen, wrinkling my nose and suppressing a gag. Dirty dishes that were long forgotten filled the sink, growing something that should have been analyzed in a lab. 
Trey tied a garbage bag up and wiped the sweat from his brow. “If Daddy isn’t saying anything, he’s definitely pissed,” he quipped.
I nodded as I lifted a dish by its edge, trying to avoid touching whatever was stuck to it. My phone buzzed in my pocket, and I pulled it out, hoping it wasn’t Arabella again.. She hadn’t gotten the clue that I wasn’t remotely interested in her and had been texting or calling multiple times a day. I had left her on read, but that didn’t stop her. When I noticed that Rhyker’s name flashed across the screen, I answered the call, curious about why he was contacting me. “Hello?”
“They just rushed Cam over to University Medical.” My heart dropped into my stomach, but Rhyker continued rambling, oblivious that I was frozen in place. “Ros told me she hadn’t seen the two of you at the game. He left afterward to take care of something with Vincent—“
“But he’s okay, right?” I leaned against the cabinet for support, hoping it could hold my weight given the state of the house.
Trey, who’d been observing me, took the phone from my hand. “We’ll be there in a few minutes. Has anyone called his sister yet?”
At least one of us knew what to do at that moment. Trey hummed to himself as he hung up the phone and shoved it into my pocket. “Come on,” he told me, grabbing his keys from the countertop. “This shit will still be here later tonight.”
The drive was quiet, my mind reeling from the little I had heard. How serious was his injury if someone had carried him to the hospital? 
Once we were there, Trey grabbed my arm and led me inside, navigating us toward an information desk inside the lobby. “How can I help you?” a small elderly woman asked, her lips turned down at the corners.
“We’re here to see Camden Barrett,” Trey responded. Sweat formed on the skin beneath my clothes, and my pulse pounded in my ears. I hated not knowing what was happening.
The stark white hallways were filled with beeps and the scent of antiseptics. Everything was eerily perfect and in order—the exact opposite of my life. 
The questions that had been plaguing me since Rhyker’s call tumbled around inside my head. What had Vincent wanted from Cam? He typically called Trey or Rhyker to do his dirty work for him. How badly was he hurt? What in the hell had happened?
The elderly woman pursed her lips, concern blanketing her features. “He hasn’t been assigned a room yet in the system.” She reached out and patted my hand, her hand cold from the temperature inside the building. “Are you family?”
I didn’t answer, knowing that if I told the truth, she wouldn’t be allowed to give us information due to policy. “The closest thing he has,” Trey replied.
She nodded grimly. “There’s a waiting area over there,” she motioned. “As soon as I know something more, I’ll update you.”
The uncomfortable chairs and quiet hum in the air did nothing to alleviate the worry that permeated every ounce of my being. If anything, speaking to the elderly receptionist ratcheted my anxiety up to a thousand. 
Why didn’t he have a room yet?








Chapter 14

Caleb
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My cousin sat across from me, silently pushing food around her plate, her expression bored. Family dinners were uncommon at Fletcher Vance’s house, yet Grandfather had summoned us for some reason. I sipped on the scotch he’d offered me earlier in the evening, waiting for whatever announcement my grandfather would make, and left my plate untouched. The food his newest plaything cooked was likely to poison me, and that wasn’t something I was willing to contend with. 
My grandfather had been disappointed by Clarissa’s death, telling me I was a coward and took the easy way out. “Only women and pussies poison people.” I didn’t particularly care what he thought at the moment. As far as I was concerned, I’d followed through on his orders, and because of that, Ivy was still safe–supposedly.
Arabella cleared her throat and dabbed at her lips, placing her napkin beside her plate. “Dinner was interesting, as always.” She shot a look at the woman who had prepared the food that told her exactly what she thought, what we were all thinking. She wasn’t there to cook or clean, but instead spent most of her time on her knees. “I hate to rush things, but I have somewhere to be and classes to study for. Why are we here exactly?”
Her voice grated on my last nerve, and I clutched the edge of the table. Rumors ran rampant that she was behind the attack on Ivy that had left her on the side of the road, beaten and bruised.
Luthor sat beside his sister and smirked at her acerbic attitude but didn’t join in, knowing that the man we shared blood with wouldn’t tolerate Arabella’s attitude for long, no matter who she was.
My grandfather lifted an eyebrow at her and placed his glass on the table. His dinner was also untouched, and I wanted to laugh at the absurdity of the situation. “You must have forgotten where you are and who is paying your tuition.” Arabella glared at him, and his hand flew towards her. Her head bounced to the side, and blood trailed down her chin from the impact. She grabbed her napkin to hide the injury, eyes watering. 
“I was attempting pleasantries before we discussed some pressing matters, but you’re impatient, as always. This is why women have no place in leadership and belong firmly under the strict guidance of their betters.”
Arabella’s nostrils flared, and her brother laughed at her reaction to our grandfather’s words. Most of the time, the misogyny was hidden beneath sugared words and condescending grins, but today he’d grown impatient, whatever reason we’d gathered weighing on his mind.
Without bravado, he pulled his phone from his pocket and handed it to Arabella. Her cheeks flushed red as music and whimpers filled the air. Luthor’s laughter grew louder, his entire body shaking as Arabella attempted to pause the video with shaking hands.
When my grandfather spoke, his voice was low and menacing. “Surely you knew that there would be consequences for this. Imagine my surprise,” he paused, tasting the words on his tongue, “when I opened my email and found this. First, I dealt with Caleb trying to fall in love with a prized whore, and now I have you sleeping with common criminals.”
Her cheeks bloomed red, and her eyes narrowed. “Oh, fuck off. You associate with members of the gang daily. Suddenly, it’s a big deal when I do it?”
His hand lifted, and she flinched backward before he stood without ceremony. “Dear, sweet girl. There’s a difference between our motivations. My relationship with Vincent revolves around power. Money. Control. Yours involves his cock shoved inside your cunt.” He snapped his fingers, and Keith and two men I didn’t know dragged the leader of the Forsaken inside.
Vincent had seen better days. Blood and bruises marred his pale skin, and from the rag shoved into his mouth, it was clear he wasn’t here on his own accord. Keith gave my grandfather a nod of acknowledgment. “Found him outside of the warehouse near the paper mill. He had two people with him, but they were both taken care of.”
Arabella gasped at Vincent’s appearance, and the flush of anger that had adorned her cheeks was noticeably absent. “Luthor, restrain your sister. It’s time for her to see what happens when she falls out of line.”
He grabbed the shaking girl, circling her wrists with one hand and shoving her toward Vincent. “This is going to be fun,” he murmured against her ear. The act sent a silent shudder through my body, far too intimate for someone related to her.
Vincent struggled against Keith, not ready to receive his punishment without a fight, and the larger man circled his throat with one hand, squeezing. “Don’t make this worse than it needs to be, Ross. You’re an integral player in my games, and I can’t murder you. Yet.”
I had never heard Vincent’s last name despite years of being around him. Something tickled the back of my mind, a piece of a puzzle I didn’t quite understand. 
The cloth muffled any pleas that slipped from the gang leader’s mouth, but anger flashed in his eyes. Arabella attempted to protest, a tear slipping down her cheek. Horror was written on her features. “He didn’t know who I was.”
My grandfather’s face contorted with displeasure. “Enough,” he bit out. With one word, the room was silenced. “Take them to the basement. Caleb, follow us.”
The Forsaken leader stumbled as Keith pushed him down the hallways, and Arabella’s cries echoed on the walls. “Shut her up,” my grandfather snapped, and Luthor placed his hand over her face. She continued to fight him as they dragged her down the stairs.
The chaos surrounding me did nothing to lessen the pit in my stomach. I knew what happened in the basement, a victim of the man who had raised me more times than I could count. He was about to make an example of Vincent as a warning. Fletcher Vance was a man you didn’t cross without repercussions, and there were fates worse than death.
When we entered the basement, Arabella’s body went limp realizing that her fight was futile. There was no stopping whatever was about to happen. The room was silent and dark; the only light was a single bulb hanging in the middle of the ceiling. Old blood stains decorated the floor, a combination of mine and God knew who else. The room smelled like decay, barely stronger than my cousin’s cloying perfume.
My grandfather’s voice cut through the silence like a knife. “Tie her up first. I might need your assistance, Luthor. I usually drug him into submission, but I want to ensure he feels everything.”
Luthor secured his sister into shackles that hung from the wall, and she sagged against them, any struggle long gone from her body. If it were anyone else, I would be sympathetic. Perhaps even have pity for whatever they intended to do to her. I didn’t, though.
A rope hung from a beam, and Keith wound it around Vincent’s wrists before tethering it in place. The gang leader’s face still held hints of defiance, but it wouldn’t for long. Not after they did whatever they had planned.
Gingerly, I touched the brand hidden on my chest, cursing the situation in my head. I wanted nothing to do with punishments and couldn’t care less who Arabella had fucked. They had trapped me in the room, restrained for days on end, enough for a lifetime. No one needed to witness the acts of depravity that were committed here.
Keith pulled a knife from the waistband of his pants and slowly sliced through Vincent’s shirt, drawing out what was to come while my grandfather stalked toward an oak cabinet in the corner. Inside hung instruments of nightmare, the permanent marks on my back testament to their effectiveness. He plucked a cat-o’-nine-tails from a hook inside a compartment and slowly prowled toward Vincent with a sadistic glint in his eye.
It was all a show to heighten his fear. My grandfather lived off of it.
“Let’s see how long you take to break. Perhaps I should give you a lash for each time you thrust inside my grandchild, hmm? I counted. It was twenty-three. I wonder if you could live through that?” Without warning, the whip landed on Vincent’s back, and he stumbled on his feet but stayed silent, trying to show that my grandfather couldn’t shatter him.
After five lashes, a groan escaped Vincent despite the gag shoved in his mouth. Every swing reminded me of the agonized screams I had uttered when I was younger. Blood dripped down his skin, flesh torn open from the assault.
My grandfather’s chest heaved, and his cheeks were ruddy as he continued. I quit counting after ten as Vincent’s eyes grew heavy. The pain would pull him under soon, but I didn’t close my eyes or turn away. That would be considered a sign of weakness, and I already had too many.
Luthor’s cell phone rang, and he answered it, oblivious to the torment surrounding him. He should have been the family’s heir–he was more like grandfather than I was. He grunted at the call before handing the phone to my grandfather. The corner of his lips lifted, and he nodded as Keith unzipped Vincent’s pants, yanking them to his knees. “The Gilded Lily. Mmm. At least another week.”
The Gilded Lily? What the hell was that, and where was it located? I tucked the name away to investigate later, hoping it somehow tied back to Ivy.
He abruptly ended the call and dropped the whip to the floor, putting his back to us. Keith fastened a metal chastity cage around Vincent’s flaccid dick and sneered, pocketing the key. “Clean this up. We’ll leave both of them down here for a few hours together to see how they feel about each other after this. Especially now that he won’t be able to fuck her.”
I glanced over at Arabella, who was still chained to the wall, and almost felt sympathy for her. She looked like a mess. Her eyes were red, and her cheeks were stained with tears.
Almost.
After all, I doubted she had a heart beating inside her icy chest. She was just as bad as the rest of my family. If I were to place a bet, she had only cried for him because of the horror of the scene, and the scent of blood that clung to the air.








Chapter 15

Trey
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A middle-aged man in a white coat approached from a narrow hallway with a cup of coffee and sat in the chairs across from us. He pushed his glasses to the top of his head and wiped at his eyes. “Camden Barrett’s brothers?” 
The past few hours had been literal hell, with Niko’s knee bouncing up and down out of worry and all the unanswered questions. The clock on the wall mocked us as we waited, reminding me we had no idea what was happening. 
Unlike Niko, I didn’t spend the time worrying. I did the one thing I did the best. Dissociate. It was an unhealthy coping mechanism that I had picked up early in my childhood. If I could pretend like something wasn’t happening, I would. 
Well, that and excessive consumption of caffeine. If you kept going, you could ignore everything that plagued you while you tried to fall asleep. 
I cleared my throat and nodded at the doctor. “He’s out of surgery now, but can’t have any visitors. We have him stable, but he hasn’t woken up yet, and I don’t know when he will. He lost a lot of blood. Even if he wakes up, we have to worry about secondary infections and peritonitis. The bullet nicked his intestine, but we repaired it.”
Bullet. I stared at him for several moments, my fingers itching to reach into my pocket and touch the knife that sat there waiting. Niko stilled beside me as the words sank in, the color draining from his face. He stood as he made a choking noise and walked towards the hospital entrance, needing a moment to himself. 
“But he’ll be okay, right? How long will it take for him to recover?” 
The older man sipped his coffee, and his lips thinned. “It’s a waiting game now. He’s receiving the best care possible. All I can say is that his surgery was a success.”
The air left my lungs as I watched him walk away from me. I didn’t chase after Niko. I didn’t demand to know what room Cam was in. I strolled to the cafeteria, hoping it was open, and pretended everything was fine. 
Because in the back of my mind, it had to be.
[image: image-placeholder]Niko and I left the hospital a few hours later while Cam lay in the hospital bed. We had peered in through the tiny glass window and watched him for a while after I had sweet-talked the elderly woman at the reception desk to give us his room number. I suspected she knew we weren’t his blood brothers, but she caved when I showed up with a muffin from the cafeteria.  
Niko didn’t want to leave, but I had convinced him that curling up in a hospital chair for the rest of the night would suck. There were only a few hours left until dawn, and he needed to check on their siblings. Besides, his staring at Cam with IVs and tubes running from his body didn’t exactly reassure him. 
We still didn’t have the entire story of what had happened. The only thing we knew definitively was that Vincent was missing, and Justice’s body had been found outside of an old warehouse that the Forsaken used for “business.”
I called Maya and told her I would bring her chocolate so she wouldn’t call their mother about his injuries. I didn’t know the entire story, but I was sure Cam wouldn’t want her there, especially if he were incapacitated.
Recovery would be a bitch for him, and his season was over–a fact that no doubt would thrill him when the drugs finally wore off. A gunshot wound would be a very bright spot in his month.
After dropping off Niko, I stopped by the convenience store near my house and picked up snacks, chocolate bars, and energy drinks. I was trying to find the motivation to do what had to be done. Once I was back at the house we would soon call home, I popped open a can and chugged the contents, waiting for the caffeine to kick in. I hauled another black garbage bag to the curb, determined to at least clean the house out before Monday. 
Sleep truly was for the weak, and caffeine would fuel me through the fatigue that had set in longer ago than I could remember. 
I could do anything to save my friends, who were closer to me than my family ever was. Anything to disappear from the clutches of my mother. 
My phone dinged from my pocket, informing me I had a notification. 
Caleb: Do you know what the Gilded Lily is?
Me: Does this involve Ivy?
Caleb: Yes. Why else would I ask you?
Me: Let me see what I can find.
I rubbed my eyes and blinked, rereading the message. I had never heard of the Gilded Lily, and a quick internet search yielded no results. Swapping to my email, I sent a quick message to Q hoping he could pull up more information. God knew he would still be sitting in front of his computer at that time of the night, especially now that his girl was safely back home. 
Q and I met on the online forum, Coens, years ago. Our interests bound us; if anyone could find information about the Gilded Lily, it would be Lev. He wouldn’t accept money for the job—he had plenty, unlike us–but he liked to trade in favors. The software that I was programming interested him and a few others.
Q:
Can you find information on the Gilded Lily for me? I’ll owe you.
5hade
I pressed send and got back to work, hoping to hear something soon.
[image: image-placeholder]Sunday came and went faster than I had expected. Niko asked me to go to the hospital with him, and I did with the caveat that I would drive separately. I still had things I needed to do before classes started again for the week, plus I needed an easy way to escape. 
Niko and Cam were the closest thing that I had to a family, but this close to the holidays, my emotions sometimes got the best of me. I had a little over a month and a half until Christmas, which was always hard. None of us exactly had the families that baked cookies, watched Hallmark movies, and then decorated the tree. Hell, we were all lucky if our parents remembered it was Christmas. 
Watching Niko with Cam sent a wave of emotion through me. Gently, he held his hand even though Cam lay unmoving in the bed. He hadn’t woken up yet, but the nurse had reassured us it was simply a matter of time. I was happy for the two of them, that the tension brewing between them had bubbled over finally, but sometimes I felt alone, like the one who had been left behind. I felt like an outcast the way I always did. After all, they had each other and their siblings. At the end of the day, who did I have?
Almost everything was packed in my apartment, ready to move into the new house we would call home as soon as I signed the papers later in the week—not like I had a lot to begin with. Some cheap furniture we’d found on the curb and some clothes. My computer was the only thing that mattered.
It sat on my desk with me staring at the lines of code, my program nearly completed. It was the last thing I would pack, the thing that I used daily to alienate myself from the world. Everything blurred together, and I looked at the rubber duck sitting beside it. Sometimes when I was programming, and no one was around, I would explain things to the duck, trying to determine where I had gone wrong. 
I breathed deeply and furrowed my brow right as a notification for my email popped up in the corner. “Let’s see what this is first, Luckie,” I mumbled under my breath, like the yellow plastic duck could hear me. 
5hade:
This is what I could find about the Gilded Lily. It’s owned by Mercury Capital, which seems to be some sort of shadow corporation. All the accounts are offshore. Enormous sums of money in and out monthly. 
From another site, it looks like it’s a high-end brothel that caters to the ultra-rich. It might take me a few more days to narrow down an exact location. 
You owe me.
Q
Someone knocked at the door as I was rereading it, trying to collect my thoughts. It’s not like I didn’t know that everyone in Clearhaven was crooked and that money gave you a license to do whatever you wanted. Ivy’s disappearance was proof of that. Cam still thought that she disappeared of her own volition and was willingly involved with the Order, but he allowed his prejudices to blind him. 
He’d always held women at arm’s length, and I chalked it up to mommy issues, certain that Freud would have something to say about it.
The knocking got louder; whoever was there determined that I was home. I stood, polishing my glasses with the hem of my shirt as I walked to the door.. Cracking it open, I peered out. Detective Ross casually leaned against the wall holding two cups of coffee. I arched a brow at him. “Can I help you with something?”
He put his toe in the door, stopping me from slamming it in his face once the conversation ended. “Yeah. May I come in?”
The response fuck no was on the tip of my tongue, but I managed a curt, “Sure.”
He handed me one coffee, and I sat it down on top of a box, ready to pour it down the drain as soon as he left. I didn’t trust anyone, especially not the police employed by the town. He scanned the room carefully, taking a sip of his beverage. “Looks like someone’s moving.”
I reached into my pocket, my fingers grazing the knife handle and instantly calming me. “Why are you here?” I asked, avoiding his question. 
He nodded his head, his lips turning up at the corner. “You know we don’t have to be enemies, right? Not everyone is one of the ‘bad guys.’” He used air quotes, and it made me want to stab him because, of course, everyone was one of the bad guys, me included.
When I kept staring at him, he continued. “I’m here because I’m sure you’ve heard about the two students that are missing, and you and your friends are some of the last people they were seen with. You’re not under investigation, but I need to get to the bottom of it. Their parents miss them.”
His tactics were excellent, trying to put me at ease, but I knew the MO. He would try to make me think we were friends and get just comfortable enough to let something slip. Unfortunately for him, it would never happen.
I mulled over my response, pulling my lip between my teeth. “What were their names again?”
He lifted a brow at me. “Jake Fox and Peter Bell. All of you were at a party together earlier in the semester.”
I waited for the appropriate amount of time, pretending I was truly mulling over their whereabouts. “Yeah, I’ve heard about them disappearing. The last time we spoke, they had talked about leaving town, getting sick of Clearhaven. Lots of people our age do that.”
“Did you talk to them at the party that night?” Yeah, and then dumped their bodies in the woods because they were pieces of shit.
I shrugged my shoulder at him. “Maybe. That was weeks ago, and if we were at a party, I’m sure I was drinking. Probably looking for someone to spend quality time with, if you catch my drift.” It was the furthest thing from the truth. By that point, I was caught in Ivy’s web, even if I didn’t let it show.
He dug into his pocket and pulled out a business card. “If you can think of anything else, call me. I’m sure I’ll see you around.” He stopped beside the door. “One more thing. How’s Camden Barrett? I heard he’s in the hospital right now.”
My blood chilled at his words, and I was unsure if it was a threat. Coming from someone like me, it definitely would have been. I cleared my throat and gave him a lazy smirk. “He’ll be fine.”
Ross left without another word, and I engaged the flimsy lock on the door, resting my entire weight against the thin wood before texting Niko. Until Cam was out of the hospital later in the week, someone needed to stay with him, just in case.








Chapter 16

Ivy
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Now that I was inside an actual room, you would assume that I would at least know how much time had passed since they had brought me upstairs.  
I didn’t. 
Sure, there were enormous windows on the room’s far wall, but they were for show, the panes painted black and blocking any light. There were two things that I had been grateful for. The first was that my aunt and Abraham Wells had been suspiciously absent. Neither had visited me since my aunt had dropped the bombshell about my parents. 
My heart would have broken for the nameless woman who had given birth to me–it really would–if my soul hadn’t already been crushed by my time in Clearhaven. After I escaped from captivity, I would try to find out who she was, but it was the least of my current problems.
The second thing I was thankful for was the small stack of paperbacks Olya had smuggled me after my aunt left. They were all at least thirty years old, their dusty pages yellowed and the edges jagged from age. Their spines were cracked and faded from use, and the covers were plastered with bare-chested men whose hair could have been the subject of any shampoo commercial. 
Inside the pages, I found solace. I’d made the mistake of reading them too fast, and I was starting a second reread about a woman who was forced by her family into a marriage with an elderly lord that she didn’t know. A Scottish chieftain swooped in and kidnapped her for himself. In the end, she falls deeply in love with him. They have a gazillion kids, and live happily ever after. The author tied everything up with a neat little bow. 
Everything was perfect.
And it was completely unrealistic–an excellent escape that helped me forget all of my problems. I hid the books each night beneath the mattress on the bed, hoping that if they were out of sight, no one would take them away. They were my lifeline, the only thing I had left.
When I was first trapped in the room, I checked all the doors to see if someone would dare to leave them unlocked. The windows were sealed shut, and it was impossible to break through the glass. I tried, the shattered lamp lying on the floor evidence of that. I tried to convince Olya to let me out, but she simply looked at me with pity. Every time she walked into the room to find that I had destroyed something else, she sighed heavily. 
The fuzziness in my brain had lifted a bit, probably because they weren’t drugging me as heavily. All because I had been a good girl. The phrase made me cringe now. Once they saw the state of the room...
I laid back on the bed, surrounded by the façade of luxury, and attempted to get lost in the book’s pages. Ewan had just climbed into the window of our heroine’s family home, and I was invested because soon he would steal her away from the evil Lord Baxter.
Olya, the only person I had seen for days, burst into my room looking flustered. Her eyes were wide, and her cheeks flushed as she carried a black dress bag and a red box. She kicked the door shut and threw everything down on the foot of the bed. She urged me to rise, her voice full of panic, and her accent thicker than normal. 
I sat up and looked at her. Through the makeup, dark circles clung beneath her eyes, and purple fingerprints lined her arms. Even though I had been living in hell, it seemed as if she was too. “What’s going on?” I asked as she unzipped the garment bag and pulled out a mint green satin dress. 
Her motions never stopped. “He ordered that you need to get ready. The creepy man wants you to escort him somewhere.” 
I could only assume that the creepy man was Wells, and my heart sank. A small part of me hoped that there might be a way to escape wherever he decided to take me, but I knew deep down that wouldn’t happen. They would never permit me to leave alive and would hunt me to the ends of the earth if I managed to break away.
Olya continued in a low voice, “We have forty-five minutes according to his orders. They will punish me if you aren’t dressed.” She pushed me toward the bathroom and started the water. 
Quickly I scrubbed the film of the past few days off—if it was days—and dried myself off. The next thing I knew, I was staring at myself in front of a mirror, wearing nothing but underwear. 
The stay in Clearhaven had taken its toll on me. My skin was paler than usual, and my eyes were wide. The shadows beneath them matched Olya’s, and so did the bruises that were still healing. My typical curves were much smaller, absent from the lack of food. The drugs probably also contributed to that. 
Once again, I was happy about the haircut Arabella had given me. It dried faster than it would have if it was longer and required less to style it. Olya carefully applied makeup to my face. Concealer helped hide the secrets my skin threatened to spill, and eyeliner gave me courage. Lipstick smudged across my lips, and blush gave me a pop of much-needed color. 
Olya shoved the dress in my direction. In any other situation, I would have admired it. It wasn’t something I would have chosen, but it was elegant. Sequins embellished the bodice, and it flared out from my hips. It was slightly loose, probably purchased before my captivity. She strapped a pair of silver heels to my feet before passing me a small black box. 
My stomach revolted at seeing the sparkling diamond earrings encased in velvet. It wasn’t what they were, but who they were from. The fact they shone like the stars couldn’t disguise the fact that they felt like a leash around my neck, one more way to make me fall in line. 
Where in the hell was he taking me tonight? The dress alone cost more than the car I had purchased from Ros’ grandfather. 
Soon, the door opened, and the viper himself stood before me. The gleam in his eye made me want to scream as he scanned my body longer than necessary. “Good job, Olya. I’ll reward you for all of your efforts tonight.” 
The timbre of his voice was the object of every nightmare I’d had, and I wondered once again if the visions that plagued me in the darkness were really all a dream. 
She glared at him as she turned on her heel, leaving us alone. The space seemed to shrink, and my throat constricted as he lifted his hand for me to take. After running through a million scenarios in my brain that consisted of me murdering him with the wreckage of my room, I finally relented, grabbing his hand. He squeezed my fingers so tightly that the bones ground together, eliciting a sharp gasp from me. 
“You’ll behave tonight, won’t you, Ivy?” His casual tone masked the threat behind his words, but I knew it was there.
[image: image-placeholder]The ride to Clearhaven was longer than I would have expected. Sitting in the back of the car was tense, Wells’ hot breath scraping against my skin and chilling my blood. He didn’t bother with small talk, a small favor from the universe. 
Acres of farmlands and woods fell away before we reached the town limits that I recognized. When we pulled up in front of a large mansion, my heart raced when I saw a familiar yellow car parked along the long driveway. If Caleb was here, although we hadn’t parted on good terms, he would help me. 
There was a point before I was kidnapped by the police and imprisoned in a dark basement that he suggested we run away together. He offered me money to vanish. More than once, I had considered that I would be in a better place if I had accepted his offer. 
I tried to act normal, waiting for the luxury car to stop and the valet to open my door. Wells’ fingers branded my skin as we walked along a stone pathway to the back of the house, a silent warning to behave. 
Fairy lights were strung in the garden, illuminating every surface. The air was cool, and I wished that the sleeveless gown had been paired with a jacket of some sort. Carefully, I scanned the lawn, hoping to find a sign of Caleb’s presence. 
The monster at my side dragged me to the left, and then I saw it. His wheat-colored hair, usually tousled, was carefully styled. My chest ached at how beautiful he looked in a black tuxedo… and how beautiful the person I had called my best friend looked standing beside him. She wore a brilliant royal blue satin dress, and she’d draped sapphires across her neck. 
Caleb gazed fondly at Rosalyn, like she was the only woman in the world. I briefly considered whether he had ever looked at me like that. His arm was wrapped around her waist as they talked with an older couple. Their laughter twinkled in the air, and my eyes stung. It was hard to breathe while I choked on the emotions suffocating me.
Had it been like this the entire time? Was I nothing more than a pawn in whatever game they were playing?
I could do nothing when I realized Wells was leading us on a collision path headed straight for them. Even if I were to dig my shiny heels into the dying grass, it wouldn’t stop the inevitable from happening. I straightened my shoulders, determined not to let my feelings show. 
“I hear congratulations are in order, Ms. Jensen. Or is it the soon-to-be Mrs. Vance?” the man at my side asked in an amused voice. 
Something dark passed over Ros’ face for a fleeting second, so quick that I almost thought I imagined it. “Thank you, Dean Wells. We’re so happy that you could attend tonight to celebrate with us, especially given your busy schedule.” 
I stared at Caleb, begging him to look at me. His eyes didn’t meet mine as he tipped the champagne glass up, finishing its contents. Whatever hope I had when I saw his car dissipated. “Well, I just wanted to personally tell you how excited I am for both of your families. When is the wedding again?“
My vision blurred, and the ground moved beneath me. If I didn’t escape soon, the entire party would witness me breaking. Enough people had seen that in the past few months. I cleared my throat and managed a weak smile. “Excuse me. I need to go freshen up after such a long car ride. I’m happy for the two of you.” 
My voice broke on the last syllable before I raced away from the scene unfolding in front of me.  
It had all been a lie.








Chapter 17

Caleb
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“Remember what you have to lose tonight,” my grandfather reminded me as I straightened the tie that hung like a noose around my neck.  
I’d been certain that the engagement party that my grandfather had planned with Ros’ would be months away and we’d stop it, but I was wrong. Somehow, over the course of a week and a half, they had arranged for it to be held in the gardens. With the amount of money they offered, the party planner canceled another event and arranged everything.
“It’s not like I could forget. You remind me at every opportunity,” I replied dryly, double-checking my hair. I still hadn’t heard from Trey about the location of the Gilded Lily, and that had been the most pressing matter on my mind. Not the farce of my engagement.
Rosalyn had been withdrawn ever since the dinner with my grandfather and didn’t text anymore. Initially, when Ivy had first gone missing, we exchanged any information we had overheard about the girl we cared about. Now, I didn’t know what was happening.
The only thing I was grateful for was the fact that since Ivy was missing, she wouldn’t be available to see the show they forced us to put on. At this rate, my grandfather’s vague death threats wouldn’t impact me. There were times in the past week I would have welcomed the grave with open arms. At least it would be a reprieve from the life fate had placed me in. 
The only thing that bothered me was the idea that Ivy could suffer because of my choices.
That was why I was standing in front of a mirror, practicing the mask I wore most of my life. The effortlessly cool rich boy who had a trace of arrogance and a smirk that could win people’s hearts. That was why I would stand at Ros’ side tonight and wrap an arm around her waist, pretending we were just another young couple who thought they were in love. Both of our actions impacted Ivy’s well-being, at least until we could find her and bring her home.
I’d stayed up the night before, drinking half of a bottle of scotch and lying on top of the roof, staring at the stars. The only thing I could think about was how I’d shown up before her disappearance and begged her to leave. Take part of my trust fund and disappear. I would have found her eventually. Unfortunately, I’d been keeping too many secrets from her, and she didn’t trust me. That was something that I vowed to have again. Her trust.
I should have just kidnapped her myself and locked her away where no one could find her.
The party planner burst into the room, wildly excited. “Your fiancée is here, Mr. Vance, and I can’t wait for the photographer to get pictures of the two of you! Your wedding is going to be gorgeous. I can see it now.”
My grandfather’s hand landed on my upper arm, and he squeezed harder than was necessary. “Make it convincing,” he warned, his voice low so no one else could hear.
And Rosalyn was beautiful like she always was, but I felt zilch for her. Staring at her filled my chest with a void of nothingness–like always. If there were any emotions, it would make everything easier. She was wearing a gown that was striking against the warm tones of her skin, and sapphires dripped from her ears.
“Ready to do this?” she mumbled. I extended my arm to her and plastered a pleasant expression on my face, ready to put on the show of the century. If I didn’t, Ivy was the one who would suffer the most.
The event planner had decorated the garden for the occasion, and stuffy elderly men milled around, making small talk. I grabbed Ros and myself each a  flute of champagne from one of the wait staff who waltzed between the groups of people. “We’ll both need this,” I muttered, handing her one.
After my second glass of champagne, I was ready for something harder. People stopped by to congratulate us, offering pleasantries and complementing Ros’ dress while I smiled. My heart stopped when I saw Abraham Wells walking toward us.
At his side, Ivy was wearing a mint green dress that accentuated the paleness of her skin, and her short auburn hair was styled carefully. She wore more makeup than usual, and I wondered if it was to cover bruises that the man standing next to her had inflicted on her body. Her eyes lingered on me, but I couldn’t glance in her direction. Not in the presence of so many people.
“I hear congratulations are in order, Ms. Jensen. Or is it the soon-to-be Mrs. Vance?” Wells asked Rosalyn, and I turned up the glass in my hand, finishing the contents. If there was a literal Hell, it would feel like this.
I lost the rest of the words they exchanged as I tried to hold my emotions at bay. She wasn’t supposed to be here. She wasn’t supposed to see this, not before I could speak with her.
Ivy’s voice broke through my thoughts, cracking with every word she spoke. “Excuse me. I need to freshen up after such a long car ride. I’m happy for the two of you.” 
I watched as she practically ran inside the house. The corner of Wells’ lips tipped up. “You’ll have to pardon me. I need to speak to your grandfathers about a pressing matter.”
I didn’t bother to say anything as I took off after Ivy, trying to keep my gait casual so no one would notice what I was doing. Traversing the dark halls, I tried to keep my emotions in check, knowing that she would be hurt and probably pissed. Our charade was in her best interests, but she didn’t know that.
I knocked on the powder room door and then tried the handle. It was locked, but I heard the sobs from where I was in the hallway. “Ivy, let me in,” I whispered.
She didn’t respond, and I sighed, leaning against the wood. “It isn’t what you think. Let me in so that we can talk.”
The door swung open with a speed I wasn’t expecting, and Ivy glared at me with mascara trailing down her cheeks. “It isn’t what I think?” she seethed.
Anger tinted her heartbreak, and I pushed inside, closing the door behind me. “Just give me a chance to explain.”
I tried to step closer to her to close the distance, but she crossed her arms and moved away. “Stay where you are and don’t touch me. You no longer have that right.”
I pondered what the best course of action was while biting the inside of my cheek. “Keep your voice down,” I murmured. “This is all an act. It’s keeping you safe. You have to believe me.”
She turned on the faucet and grabbed some toilet paper, wetting the edge. “It’s keeping me safe.” Her tone was flat, and the traces of emotion present moments before were long gone. “You fucking my best friend is to keep me safe? While I’ve been beaten and raped,” she scoffed and began to carefully fix the smeared makeup. “Oh, and drugged–let’s not forget that–you’ve been what? Proposing? I’m good, Caleb.”
I stood behind her and placed my hand on her waist, staring at her reflection in the mirror. Every sin they committed against her was written on her face and skin. I’d expected nothing less from the Order. They treated women like they were nothing more than trash that could be discarded when they were finished. 
My throat was tight, and I didn’t know how to make things right between us. “Tell me who did it and where they’re keeping you. I’ll kill all of them. I told you once you’d never escape me.”
Her eyes were cold, devoid of all emotion, and her makeup was nearly perfect again. Except for the redness of her skin and eyes, you would never know that she had just been crying. “And I told you that there was no happily ever after. This isn’t a fairy tale. You can’t even save yourself. Go back to your party. We have nothing to talk about.”
She pulled away and left the room, slamming the door behind her. At least they hadn’t managed to break her. Not yet.
I leaned against the counter, trying to put myself together. Ivy was right. I couldn’t save myself. Even if we couldn’t have a happy ending together, I would try to save her.
Stepping out into the hallway, I saw Ivy raise her hand, striking Ros’ face before she stormed away. Ros’ touched her cheek and made a choking noise. “I guess we deserve that,” she mumbled and cleared her throat. Her eyes shined with unshed tears, and I ran my hand through my hair.
“Probably so. Let’s get back out there before they notice we’re both gone.” I grabbed her hand and interlaced our fingers, hoping our families would assume we had left for a private moment.
A bar was set up on the far side near a bed of roses, and I stopped there. Ros raised an eyebrow as I ordered us each a whiskey neat. My grandfather sidled up next to me, and I closed my eyes, waiting for the verbal lashing I was about to receive. “Don’t think I didn’t notice your absence. It seems like the conversation with Ivy didn’t go as planned.” Across the lawn, Ivy stood with her arms dangling at her side, staring at the sky. “Did you think she would welcome you with open arms?”
I ground my teeth together. “You should be happy. This is everything that you wanted.”
My grandfather tapped on the bar, thinking of how to word his next sentence. “You don’t want her anymore. Trust me. Your cousin has already had his turn with her. I’m surprised she’s still breathing.”
My stomach rolled. “Had his turn? She’s not a piece of property.”
He grinned at me, his face distorting into something sinister. “That’s where you’re wrong. You’ve never figured it out. She is Wells’ future wife, and he can do whatever he pleases with her.” He tilted his head at me. “Stay away from her for the rest of the night. If I hear even a whisper that you’ve spoken to her again, I’ll make you fuck Rosalyn in front of her to prove a point.” 
He strolled off as I choked back the rest of my drink and asked for another one. As soon as the festivities were over, I needed to text Trey. Hopefully, he had more information. 
Tonight proved that Ivy wasn’t playing along with my grandfather’s games of her own free will, no matter what Cam said. 








Chapter 18

Cam
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Darkness. It wrapped me in its embrace, beckoning me to join it. The last thing I remembered before it took me over was calling Angel and asking him for help. If anyone could patch me up, it was him. Maybe he hadn’t made it in time, and I was really dead. Perhaps everyone had it wrong, and all that existed after our hearts stopped was a pitch-black abyss and regrets. 
Occasionally, dreams of Ivy floated in the void. Memories we hadn’t made and things that had never come to pass. 
Her hair was longer again, thick red curls that cascaded down her back. She stood in front of a stove, humming to herself as she stirred a pot, lost to the moment. A silver band decorated her left ring finger, and her stomach had a mild slope. Her breasts were fuller, and I watched as she swayed her hips to the song she was singing. Everything was perfect.
The house was empty except for the two of us, and I didn’t care where everyone else was. This was our time alone. I snuck up behind her, placing my hands on her hips. “What are you doing, little ghost?”
She startled before melting against my front. I nuzzled against the side of her neck, trailing kisses down the soft, pale skin. Her eyes fluttered closed, content to let me touch her body how I wanted. My hand glided past her waistband, past the small thatch of curls, and through her folds. 
She was already wet for me, just like she always was. Slowly, I circled her clit, relishing the whimpers deep in her throat as I teased her. “Forget dinner. I know exactly what I want to eat,” I growled against her ear. 
My little ghost whimpered as I slipped a finger inside her, relishing how her walls tightened around it. My hand moved in and out rhythmically, my palm brushing against her clit with each pass. Her lips parted, and her eyes closed with my ministrations as I worshiped her pussy. She rolled her hips against me, grinding against my hard cock. She wanted me as much as I wanted her. 
“Come for me, baby girl. I want to see you fall apart.” Her fingers dug into my arms where she clutched at me, her nails breaking my skin. At that moment, our past didn’t matter. Nothing did except each other. 
Pain shot through my head, informing me I was still alive and waking me up from my dream. It reminded me I couldn’t love Ivy, and she couldn’t love me back. My mind was simply playing tricks on me and confusing me. 
Everything from the night I was shot flooded back to me. The football game and Vincent calling. The three men who were sitting in the parking lot of the warehouse and how easily I’d dismissed them.
Somewhere nearby, something beeped rhythmically. It was strangely calming, and I tried to peel open my eyes that felt like lead weighed them down. Slowly, they flickered open, and I took in my surroundings. My throat was like sandpaper. I swallowed roughly, trying to adjust to my surroundings. Fluorescent light streamed in from the hallway as I attempted to move my body, wincing as the searing agony ripping through my abdomen.
Sweat coated my skin from the exertion, and I gave up, frustrated that I couldn’t move. From the edge of my vision, a dark figure moved in the shadows. At first, I thought my mind was playing tricks on me, a remnant of whatever drugs they gave me. When my door slowly closed, I knew that wasn’t the case, and terror slithered down my spine.
I struggled to sit up again, not caring if I tore the stitches holding me together. Shards of glass raked against my throat as I tried to make noise. “Who the fuck are you?” I rasped out, but it was quiet, barely a whisper.
The masked shadow stalked towards me and messed with the monitors in the room, shutting them off. The noise faded out as I struggled to sit up or find a weapon nearby. My heart drummed in my ears when I realized I was completely helpless.
Finally, they turned to me. From the sheer size and stature, I was willing to bet it was a man, but that was all I could discern. He placed a gloved hand over my face, covering my mouth and nose. I lifted my arms, which were heavy from fatigue, and pushed against my attacker to no avail. All the noise I could make came out muffled, and he didn’t move a muscle.
“Shh. It’s okay, Mr. Barrett. It will all be over soon,” the unknown person crooned. The voice was vaguely familiar, and I wracked my mind as I fought trying to place it.
Dark spots formed at the edges of my vision, and my chest heaved, desperate to drag in oxygen. What a bitch. I survived a gunshot just to die from someone suffocating me.
Just as I was about to cave into the shadows that were forming around me, the pressure was lifted as the door creaked open. I gasped in a quick breath as I heard blows landing against flesh and turned my head to see what was happening. Even in the dim lighting, fury was written on Niko’s features as he punched the masked man and shoved him against the wall. “What the fuck?” he yelled.
The noise should have been enough to send a team of doctors and nurses running into the room to check the unfolding disturbance. In fact, my monitors being disconnected should have been enough, but the room was vacant except for me, my attacker, and Niko, who had him pinned against the wall by his throat.
Laughter bubbled out of the masked man’s mouth, even as Niko hit him in the ribs again. “You think you can keep him safe? No one can.”
My heart dropped to my stomach as he fished in his pocket. Before I could warn Niko, flashes of light illuminated the room, and Niko loosened his grip, falling to the floor. “Fuck,” he groaned.
My attacker rubbed his throat and turned to me, his teeth flashing. “I’ll see you again soon.”
He disappeared from the room as Niko struggled to get to his feet. It seemed as if he was going to chase after him. “Stop,” I whispered. “We’ll find him again.”
Niko exhaled audibly. “Surprised to see me?” he panted as he sat heavily in the chair beside the bed. “How are you feeling?”
I covered my face with my hands. “I’ve been better, honestly, but how are you? He just tased you in the middle of the hospital. Where the fuck is everyone?”
His hand cupped my cheek. “That’s what Trey was worried about. He said Detective Ross showed up at his apartment, and something was off. He wanted me to come up here to check on you. The nurse fought with me because it was ‘after hours,’ but Angel was able to distract her.”
I laughed, and my muscles screamed from the pain that ripped through my body. “Of course, he could distract them. One look and they were probably all asking to have his unborn children.”
Niko sighed as he pulled out his cell phone. “Yeah, that’s about right. Do you need anything before I call Trey to update him?”
I could only think of one thing. Something to soothe my throat. “Can you get me some water? Don’t let anyone else touch it, though.” 
That a masked man could walk into my hospital room unquestioned didn’t sit right with me. Even if Angel had one nurse preoccupied, half a dozen more should have noticed something was wrong in my room. If it weren’t for Niko, I’d be dead.
He brushed a loose strand of hair away from my face, sighing. “Yeah, I can do that. The sooner we can get you out of here, the better.”
Niko’s phone rang, and he answered it. “I was just about to call you. We have a situation. Someone broke into Cam’s room and tried to kill him,” he stated. “No, I didn’t get to see who it was.”
He paced back and forth beside my bed and chewed on the corner of his nail. “Oh really? Yeah, we can talk about all of that later.”
When he hung up, he gave me a small smile. “Ivy’s alive. She showed up at Caleb and Ros’ engagement party tonight. Caleb is currently sitting in Trey’s living room, drunk. She told him to get fucked.”
Just like that, the masked man faded into the background. Even the fact that Niko had been tased disappeared.
I was conflicted. A part of me I hid from the world was relieved that someone had laid eyes on her, but I would never say it out loud. The other part of me was jealous and hurt. The fact that I was laying in a hospital bed after being shot meant nothing.
The person who I had been willing to open up to was more excited about a girl who had lived in Clearhaven for three months. I crossed lines I never thought I’d cross with him. I closed my eyes and pretended to sleep, hiding my emotions.
Even in the darkness, I couldn’t find comfort. The sound of gunshots played in my head on repeat as my heart beat faster in my chest.
[image: image-placeholder]It had been nearly a week since the last football game of my college career. Every day I begged the hospital staff to go home and finally, someone listened. As long as I promised to take the medication provided and go to all follow-up appointments, they would let me leave.
I wasn’t sleeping because of the man who had broken into my hospital room. Whenever I shut my eyes, I remembered how my body had collided with the grass beneath my knees.
I didn’t want to hear anything else about how Trey and Niko wanted to rescue Ivy–both of them were acting like knights in shining armor–but I did hope that being somewhere familiar helped me sleep without the help of the pain medication they pumped in my veins.
Trey and Niko weren’t really the good guys that they were pretending to be. I knew the things that they had done after the sun had set, but I said nothing. It wasn’t my place, and she’d discover the things that they kept hidden, eventually.
Her encounter with Caleb confirmed Ivy’s connection to the Order. If they had truly kidnapped her, why didn’t she beg for him to save her?
Friday, after classes were out, we would move into our new house. I was behind in my coursework and prepared to fail literature, my college football career was over, and I was angry that my senior year had turned out like this.
As I yanked on a pair of sweatpants, I took a deep breath and made myself a promise. Ivy Spencer wouldn’t come between me and the two men I called family. I would make sure of it.








Chapter 19

Ivy
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Ripped fabric and cotton stuffing surrounded me as I lay on the floor staring at the silhouettes the chandelier cast across the ceiling. I thought it would be difficult to feel more vacant inside than I had, but I was wrong. After I’d seen Caleb and Ros together, smiling and laughing, whatever light still existed was extinguished. 
The days since the engagement blurred together, and I’d cycled between heartbreak, hopelessness, and destruction. The first thing I’d done when I got home was strip out of the mint gown, busting the zipper, and shredding the satin fabric. I’d thrown the silver high heels at the wall, leaving scuffs in the paint. Then I’d started on the room.
Them deciding that I needed fewer drugs because I’d been behaving was obviously a mistake. I ripped the duvet, destroyed the pillows, and anything not anchored down was thrown or toppled over. Feathers from the pillows flew into the air as I reigned terror within my tiny space. With the shards of glass, I tore through the mattress. Only after droplets of scarlet stained the snow-white cloth did I realize I’d cut my palms.
I wiped my hands against the walls, smearing my blood across the surface while I screamed. After I turned the wooden dresser over, Olya rushed into the room because of the commotion I’d made. When she restrained me, I collapsed onto the floor. She dragged me into her lap and cradled me against her chest, gently stroking my cheek while tears rolled down my face. Quietly, she whispered words I didn’t understand as she rocked us back and forth.
Shortly thereafter, my aunt walked in with two large masked men.
“Stupid girl. What have you done?” she hissed as she looked over the destruction I’d caused. “Do you want to go back to the basement? I swear. Out of all the women here, you cause the most problems and do the least amount of work. Everyone else willingly spreads their legs for our clients, but you are special. I can’t ask for this room to be repaired until after you’re gone.”
I didn’t want to return to the basement, but I was sick of being trapped in this room, a pawn on someone else’s board. Questions sat unasked on the tip of my tongue as I hid my face from her. She put her hands on her hips and nodded to the man flanking her right side. He ripped me from Olya’s lap and captured my arms behind my back. I stood like a rag doll, my muscles tired from the havoc I’d wrought. If the circumstances were different, destroying the room would have been cathartic, but it simply left me exhausted.
A small sting of pain bit at my biceps, and I knew what had happened. My temper tantrum had taken away my “good girl” label. I wasn’t docile enough for her or the man I was betrothed to. One day, if I survived, I’d murder them both.
My head cleared, and my vision blurred as the drugs took hold, rendering me useless. The only advantage was it dulled the ache in my chest left by my best friend and the man who claimed I would never escape him.
Everything slowed down, and I wondered if I was even breathing or if my heart was beating.
I’d woken up alone, still dressed in only my underwear and strapless bra. They’d left almost everything like they found it, only picking up the shards of glass from the floor. Soon I would need to shower and change clothes, but everything felt pointless.
Once a day, Olya could visit me, and when the door opened, I didn’t bother turning my head. “I brought you soup. You need to eat.” Not that she was wrong, but I couldn’t find the will to care. She placed the bowl on the floor beside me. “Enough of this. Fuck the little boy who broke your heart. You need to live to rip his heart out later.”
Another tear rolled down my cheek as I choked on a laugh. “Why are you here? Out of anywhere in the world.”
I finally faced her and struggled into a sitting position. She anxiously chewed on her lip and then placed my hands in her lap. “Once, I met a beautiful man online. He promised me love and a family and that I would never have to worry about money again. So I flew here to meet him and discovered it was all a lie.”
She pushed her top off her shoulder to show me the newest bruises decorating her skin. “I didn’t know that, of course. As soon as my plane landed, I ended up here. He’d stolen my passport. I’ve tried to escape a few times, but never with any luck.” Her eyes shined, and the longer she spoke, the thicker her accent became. “Promise me that if you ever escape, you’ll run and never look back.”
My voice broke, and I cleared my throat. “I can’t leave you. What if they kill you?”
Olya was the closest thing I had to a friend; she knew at least some of what I had been through. The idea of leaving her behind deepened the cracks that had formed in my soul.
“I can take care of myself, but they are determined to break you and make you into something you are not.” She let go and nudged the soup toward me. “A few bites. I brought you a new book to read, but you can only have it if you eat.”
Begrudgingly, I lifted the spoon to my lips and sipped the lukewarm stock so I didn’t disappoint her. I wasn’t sure if I could focus on reading later. The last dose of drugs they’d injected me with was wearing off, and mild tremors shook my muscles. That meant masked men would stroll into the room soon with a syringe full of poison. I’d given up physically fighting them, knowing I was no match for them.
Especially after they’d removed anything glass or ceramic from the room.
“It’s better here than back home. I have no family left.” Olya stood and brushed off her skirt.
We were so much alike and yet so different. Olya seemed happy to be kept in her gilded cage for the time being, and I wanted nothing more than to escape—by any means necessary. I wanted to laugh at her and tell her my clean slate was when I moved to Clearhaven. It had done nothing but cause more problems. Instead, I shoved another sip of tepid soup into my mouth.
“Which room do you stay in?” I asked as she placed the promised paperback on my bedside table.
She gave me a somber look. “Eight. I might not visit you every day this week. Take care of yourself, Ivy. Don’t let them break your spirit.”
Her words almost felt like a goodbye, and my throat grew tight as I watched her walk away. My already battered heart couldn’t take any more abuse. I promised myself that if I could escape from the hell we were stuck in, I would take Olya with me, no matter the consequences.
That night, I dreamed of the men I once thought would torment me. My mind warped them into something they weren’t. Protective. Affectionate. Despite knowing they were lies, I lay on the floor beneath a shred of blanket, basking in imaginary warmth.
The sky was a vivid cerulean, tiny wisps of clouds floating by. Niko’s arms enveloped my torso as he leaned against the trunk of a massive oak tree. Cam and Trey sat nearby, laughing at a joke Niko told. Instead of his typical menacing look, Cam grinned. It was almost as if the weight of the world had evaporated, the monsters within them vanquished.
A gentle breeze blew in the dreamscape, and nearby wildflowers swayed from it. Cam beckoned for me to move closer while Niko pressed a small kiss behind my ear before releasing me. Without a second thought, I crawled to him. His arms were comforting, and it felt like nothing bad could ever happen to me. Trey brushed my hair behind my ear and whispered a secret only meant for me.
As soon as I woke up, my heart felt empty. I would give anything to relive the dream and feel the sunshine on my face with no worries.
But it was all a figment of my imagination because life wasn’t carefree for a girl like me.  








Chapter 20

Trey
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Cam on painkillers with a gunshot wound was even more of a pain in the ass than usual. After the doctors let him out of the hospital, he was determined that he could still do everything that he had before he almost died. I wondered if he realized how close he came to death. 
Angel had spoken to me in hushed tones when I went to pick up a package for Vincent and told me everything that had happened that night. How Cam had called him, and he searched the wood line for his body. How blood coated the ground beneath his body.
Unfortunately, the combination of painkillers and anti-inflammatory medicine made him feel invincible.
We’d spent most of the day moving things from my apartment and Niko’s house into our new home. Even with Cam’s near-death experience–and one of us keeping guard over him at the hospital—we’d cleaned all the trash up and painted half of the rooms. The rest could wait.
Since Cam was determined to help, we put him on light duty in the kitchen, placing cups into the cabinet near the sink.
“This is going to be amazing,” Maya chattered to Katya as they dragged boxes into the bedroom they had claimed for themselves. Sergei was already locked away in his room, doing whatever he usually did. That was the one thing I would have to get used to—people always being present in the house, especially three teenagers. I had grown accustomed to silent evenings filled with energy drinks, coding, and deep-seated loneliness.
My phone chimed from somewhere in the house where I had laid it down, and I wiped my brow on the hem of my shirt before looking up at the ceiling, wondering who in the hell would message me on a Saturday. Everyone I associated with knew what I was doing this weekend. I scoured every surface before finding my cell phone on the kitchen table, hidden among the boxes and bags.
I looked at the notification and saw it was from Q. My heart skipped a beat as I read.
5hade:
I’ve attached directions for the Gilded Lily. It seems as if someone known as Madame Gina runs the establishment. Semi-formal dress code with masks is required for entrance. The code word for the week is elite.
You owe me.
Q
I yelled for Niko as I sent a quick text to Caleb, letting him know about his evening plans and a few things we’d need. The timing was shit, but that was what always happened. “Find some slacks and a dress shirt. We’re going to pick up new girl.”
Cam scowled at me from where he was leaning against the cabinet, sweat covering his face from exertion or pain. “Where are you taking her?”
I rolled my eyes and pushed a chair in his direction, not wanting to hear whatever argument he was about to spout. “You should sit down and rest. Drink some water.”
His hands gripped the edge of the counter tighter. “That didn’t answer my question.”
I stepped toward the entryway, needing to get dressed before Caleb showed up. “Here, Cam. She’s coming here. Did you think after everything, Niko would let her out of his sight?”
His jaw tensed as he sat in the chair, not bothering to respond to me.
[image: image-placeholder]An hour later, Niko and I sat in Caleb’s car with gilded masquerade masks on our laps. I adjusted the collar of the black button-up while I stared out the window at the darkness, tapping my fingers on my leg.
The Gilded Lily was in a small town halfway between Clearhaven and Strathmore named Greenbrook. Greenbrook was “famous” for a historic graveyard, a dozen ghost stories everyone claimed were true, and a diner that made peach hand pies. There were more cows than humans that lived on the outskirts. In essence, it was the perfect place to hide an illegal brothel.
I’d pulled up the address on the internet, trying to find any information before we arrived. The Gilded Lily was housed inside a massive white antebellum complete with wrap-around porches and a weeping willow. The property was last purchased approximately a year ago, and I lifted an eyebrow, tucking that information away for later.
Caleb broke every traffic law known to man, clutching the steering like he was ready to murder it. Fatigue lined our faces even in the shadows. “You couldn’t have found something less... gold?” Niko asked as he held the mask up.
Caleb shook his head. “It was the best I could do at the last minute. Be glad they aren’t hot pink.”
Per my phone, we were fifteen minutes from the brothel, the farmland fading away. “Let’s go over the plan again,” I told them.
Niko rubbed his jaw. “Caleb is the one who speaks. We aren’t allowed to kill anyone unless it’s completely necessary.” The no murder clause was the thing I was most disappointed in, but Caleb had insisted that we not draw attention to ourselves yet. We’d have plenty of time to kill everyone who had touched Ivy.
“And then?” Caleb prompted.
“We order a drink and try to blend in before we search the rooms,” I answered.
We pulled onto a brick-lined driveway as the massive house came into sight, and I tugged the mask onto my face, securing it. Caleb yanked the key from the engine and did the same, taking a deep breath. “What if she’s not here?”
“Then we keep looking,” Niko answered.
Never in a million years had I thought I would willingly sit in the same car as Caleb Vance. I still didn’t trust him completely, but I knew I needed his help. Plus, he had Ivy’s best interests in mind, at least for the moment.
We walked up to the brothel’s front door, Niko and me trailing a foot behind. Caleb knocked, and the wind left my lungs. Standing before us was Ivy’s aunt, dressed in a cocktail dress. Madame Gina was Regina Spencer, the woman that had taught summer bible school for as long as I could remember. Her typically frizzy blond hair was elegantly styled, and she wore a black cocktail dress. Things had somehow become infinitely more complicated.
Caleb did a good job of hiding his shock. “Someone informed me there is an elite party happening here tonight.”
Regina smirked at him and touched his arm before stepping aside. “Welcome, gentlemen. Let me know if you need anything.”
The home’s interior was over the top and decadent, the opposite of what my mind conjured when I heard the word whorehouse. We stayed silent as we navigated the halls, passing masked men in various stages of undress. A young brunette wearing a silk gown was on her knees between a man’s thighs, her mouth stuffed with his cock. Another woman was lying across a chaise lounge chair with a ruddy-faced man ramming into her.
“What the fuck?” Niko murmured to me.
Caleb fell back a step and lowered his voice so only the two of us could hear. “The fact they are openly fucking people or that Ivy’s aunt was involved the entire time?”
I coughed into my hand to disguise the hysterical laugh that threatened to overtake me. “Both.”
“You should see the Order parties,” Caleb mumbled as we approached a bar set in the corner. He gestured to the bartender, a woman in her thirties who was topless. “Three scotches.”
While we waited, sipping our drinks slowly, I watched several people disappear down a hall on the far side of the room. I leaned close to Caleb and sat my drink down. “We should start there.”
He simply nodded and glanced around the room, ensuring we weren’t being observed. I put my hand in my pocket, double-checking that my knife was still there. I wasn’t allowed to use it unless it was completely necessary, whatever that meant.
Niko looked over his shoulder before opening a door that had a golden number one embellished with lilies painted on the door. The lights were out, but still, I stepped inside, ensuring that no one hid in the dark. There was nothing except a king-sized bed and heavy wooden furniture.
We crept back into the hallway to the next door. Below the six, a small note was written in calligraphy: the word agnus and a drawing of a serpent eating his tail. Caleb inhaled sharply, and his hand shook as he pushed a paperclip into the lock. When he opened the door, dim light filtered into the room that looked like a bomb had gone off. Everything was destroyed, and blood was smeared across the far wall.
This time it was my turn to wonder what in the fuck had happened.
In the middle of the floor, Ivy lay curled up in a small ball, staring at the ceiling, dressed in nothing but a bra and panties. The door closed, but she didn’t glance at us. Niko closed the door and rushed over, dropping to his knees beside her. Whatever heartwarming reunion he was hoping for vanished as she shrieked, kicking her legs out. He tried to calm her, shushing her like he would a small child, but that upset her more. We had seconds before someone burst into the room, wondering what was happening.
I ripped my mask off and pushed him out of the way. She looked so fragile, and a tear dropped down her cheek as I covered her mouth with my hand, yanking her into my lap. My free arm wrapped tightly around her waist. Her pupils were dilated, and a chill ran down her body. 
“New girl, it’s me. It’s just me.” Her eyes widened, and she stilled before crumpling against my chest. “Listen carefully. We’ll get you out of here, but you have to get dressed quickly. I’m going to move my hand. Can you stay silent for me?”
She didn’t respond, and I dropped my hand, hoping she was cognizant enough to follow my directions. “No screaming,” I reminded her. If that didn’t work, I would have to use my knife on her, hoping it scared her enough to steal her voice. 
Niko ripped open the dresser drawers, searching for clothes as Caleb tried each of the windows lining the room, cursing under his breath. “We need another plan. We’re not getting out of these windows.”
Ivy whimpered against me. “We’ve got to find Olya. I can’t leave her. She’ll die here.”
I ran my head along her side to soothe her. “Where is she?”
Niko threw a cotton sundress in Ivy’s direction. “Absolutely not. We don’t even know how we’re getting you out of here unnoticed.”
Ivy’s chin tipped up in defiance, the first sign that they hadn’t completely broken her. “Then I’m not going.”
I rested my chin on her shoulder and squeezed her tightly. “We’ll find your friend. Don’t listen to Niko. He’s just worried. Let’s get you dressed.” I grabbed the clothing lying near us and gestured for her to raise her arms before I slid it over her head. “Can you stand up for me?”
Slowly she did, wincing as she rose. I had a million questions, but they would all have to wait. “Do you have any shoes?” Caleb asked and Ivy shook her head at him.
“It’s fine. I’ll carry her to the car when we get outside,” Niko replied as he laced his fingers through hers, pulling her closer. “Where is your friend?”
Ivy chewed on her bottom lip. “She told me room eight.”
That would be easy enough, given the painted numbers on each door. Caleb peeked his head out and motioned to us that it was clear. We rushed down the hall, checking the numbers on each. He pressed his head against door eight, listening for any sound coming from inside. There wasn’t any light coming from inside, and an uneasy feeling tugged at me.
We crept inside the darkness, the door creaking open. The drapes had been thrown back, and the moon cast the space in silver light. The shadow of a thin woman was illuminated, dangling from a rope tethered to the ceiling.
Before Ivy could realize what she was seeing, I pressed my palm to her mouth again. “Silence for now. You can grieve her later, new girl.” I didn’t know if her friend was in a better place or simply ceased to exist, but anything would be an upgrade to the hell they imprisoned her in. “Caleb, check the windows.”
One easily lifted, a chilly breeze drifting in, and I raised an eyebrow. Her escape had been steps away from where she had taken her life. Had she known that?
I pushed Ivy toward the open window and didn’t remove my hand until we were in place. We were on the second floor, which wasn’t a big deal for us, but for Ivy, I wasn’t sure. “This is what we’re going to do,” I whispered in her ear. “Niko is going to drop down, then you’re going to climb out. When you fall, he’ll catch you.”
She swallowed, her throat bobbing in the moonlight. “Where am I going to go? After this?”
I gave her the only answer I could think of. “Home.”








Chapter 21

Niko
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A soft grunt left my lips as I landed on the grass beneath the window and I waited for Ivy. That it was Trey who could calm her and not me shattered my heart a little further. I didn’t know what Ivy had been through since we had last seen her, but if the state of her room was any indication, it had been a nightmare. 
She gripped the sill of the window. “Just let go,” I coaxed as loud as I dared. We weren’t safe yet. Finally, she did, and I caught her, just like Trey had promised. I would always be there to catch her, as long as she let me. “I’ve got you,” I murmured against her cheek.
Caleb and Trey followed suit out the window before we jogged into a patch of trees near the house, hoping that we hadn’t been spotted. “Hey, you,” someone shouted into the distance.
“Fuck,” I gritted out. “Did none of you think to check for security checking the property?”
Caleb shrugged and gave me a lazy grin. “I just assumed that they would have it.”
Dogs barked in the distance, and I looked at Ivy in my arms. Everything would have been easier if she was wearing shoes. “You’re going to hop on my back, and then we’re going to run for it.” She didn’t question me as she slid down my body. The dogs grew closer, snarling as she settled herself, clinging tightly to my neck.
I thought my heart would explode as our feet pounded against the soil. When I thought about running through a grove of trees with Ivy, this wasn’t what I meant. A gun fired from behind us as we closed in on Caleb’s obnoxiously yellow car, and the only thing I could focus on was ensuring Ivy was safe. 
Solnyshka. She was my sun but didn’t know it. Without her, I felt incomplete.
Caleb swung open the door and started the engine as I shoved Ivy inside. Trey climbed into the back, and then something sharp grabbed my leg. I looked down at the black dog, who had my calf in his jaws. I kicked at it and it yelped as I slammed the door shut, huffing. Caleb didn’t wait for us to give him the signal to leave, peeling backward out of the driveway as another gunshot went off.
“I can’t wait for my grandfather to hear about this,” he muttered as he drove back to Clearhaven. Ivy had wrapped her arms around herself tightly in the passenger seat, and he adjusted the heat to help her warm up. A sun dress wasn’t exactly the best choice in November, but it was what I had found while Trey kept her calm.
I laid my head back against the seat, ignoring the pain in my leg. “If you didn’t drive a yellow sports car, they wouldn’t realize it was you.”
And, of course, Trey had to interject his opinion. “Now, boys. No arguing tonight.” He turned in his seat to face me. “It’s not like your car is any better.” I opened my mouth but realized I had nothing to say to help with my case.
The car ride back to Clearhaven was quiet, and Ivy pressed her body against the door, not looking at us or Caleb once.
[image: image-placeholder]The car pulled up outside of the house that we called home, and Caleb turned to Ivy. He grabbed her hand, and she jerked away from him. His face fell, but he didn’t let it go. “Can we have a conversation? Whatever you think is going on, it’s not like that.”
She yanked open the door, shot him a glare, and headed straight for the front door. I didn’t give him a pep talk or try telling him she needed time. We all had bigger things to worry about, and she would shatter as soon as she was inside. Trey saluted him with his middle finger. “Later.” I lifted my chin, leaving the gold mask on the seat for him to dispose of later.
And in typical fashion, nothing could be easy. When I walked into the kitchen, Ivy and Cam were staring one another down. No words were being exchanged, but the tension was thick enough to cut through. “Why the fuck are you here?” he finally asked, slumped over the table. “I’m sure your aunt would love to have you back home.”
I glared at him and put an arm around Ivy’s shoulders, sitting her in a chair at the small table. “Lay off, Cam. This is where she’s staying.”
Trey wiped his glasses on the edge of his dress shirt and looked bored with the argument. “She can’t go back to her aunt. She was in on it the whole time.”
Cam scoffed and balled his fist up. “And you think she’s not?”
I ignored him. If he kept it up, I would sleep on the couch, and he could have the bed all to himself. “Ivy, what do you need from us?” She said nothing, staring blankly into space with red-rimmed eyes.
Cam stormed off and slammed the door, like usual. He’d get over it eventually, hopefully sooner rather than later. Trey sighed. “You need to clean your leg, and Ivy probably needs to shower. I’ll grab her some clothes from your room so you don’t have to deal with Daddy throwing a tantrum yet.”
I held out my hand to Ivy, and she stared at it momentarily before she took it. Slowly, I led her to the bathroom and sat her on the counter as I started the water. Everything felt too familiar, just like after Arabella had beaten and discarded her. Even then, I hadn’t kept her safe. I started the water, testing its temperature as I adjusted it. Trey knocked and handed me a pile of clothes.
“Ready, new girl?” he asked her gently, tracing along her jaw before lifting the hem of the dress. “I’ll save this so you can burn it.”
Her lips tipped up into something that resembled a smile, even as tears threatened to spill from her eyes. Slowly he lifted the dress over her head, and I looked–really looked–at the state she was in. Bruises and abrasions littered her body, and a small brand tarnished the inside of her thigh. The wound was newer and angry looking.
My fingertips brushed against it. “Who did this to you?”
She stayed silent, hopping off the counter and peeling off her bra and underwear. Trey pursed his lips and crossed his arms over his chest as she disappeared behind the curtain. “If you find out who it was, tell me. I’ll cut off every one of his fingers before I kill him.”
His words surprised me, and there was something almost romantic about them. Somehow, the girl I was obsessed with had managed to break through Trey’s mask of indifference. After he left, I shrugged off my clothes to the sound of water and Ivy’s soft sobs. I stood behind her and pulled her back to my chest, letting the jets hit us for a while.
I grabbed the shampoo bottle and squirted some into my hands before lathering it into her hair, letting my fingers massage her scalp. She sighed and relaxed back into my chest. I didn’t know exactly what to say to her and had no idea what horrors she’d endured at the hands of the Order. “You know you can tell me anything, right?”
She hummed quietly in response and let me rinse her hair. Before long, the hot water was gone, and I turned it off. Even with the haunted look in her eyes and the rainbow of bruises on her skin, she was beautiful as water trickled down her body. Carefully, I dried her off and dressed her in my clothes. 
She shivered, either from the cold or the drugs leaving her system. Which one I wasn’t certain about. “Where am I sleeping?”
I rubbed a towel through her hair to remove the excess water. “There’s a spare room Trey setup. You can stay there for now.”
I led her into the bedroom and pulled back the thin blanket covering the bed. Mechanically, she laid down and stared at the wall. I pressed a kiss to her forehead and turned off the light. It was hard for me to let her go, but I knew she needed time and space away from everyone to process things. She would hopefully open up to us when she felt comfortable. 
A small voice broke through the darkness as I walked to the door. “Stay with me?”
I closed the gap between us and crawled in next to her, pulling her body against mine and breathing in the scent of her freshly shampooed hair. “Always,” I whispered.
[image: image-placeholder]The next morning, I woke up more exhausted than the night before. Ivy had been restless, and her body shook. The worst part was her crying out in the middle of the night from something that haunted her in her dreams. She clawed at my chest as she sobbed, but never woke up. I’d been tempted to shake her and force her to wake up. I didn’t. 
I had no idea how to help her and make her pain go away, whether physical or emotional. 
The rest of the house was already up, getting ready, but I stayed tucked in next to her. My fingertips brushed along her arm, and a thin sheen of sweat had formed on her skin. “I don’t want to get up,” she told me in a raspy voice tinted by sleep. 
It went straight to my cock, but I ignored it, knowing that it was the worst time for my body to have a response. “So don’t. I have to check on Sergei and Katya, but you can lie here all day. You didn’t exactly get a lot of sleep last night.”
She looked me in my eyes and her words broke my heart further. “That’s the norm. Even if I feel safe, my nightmares… Sometimes they feel real, almost like memories, and not something my brain conjured up.” She winced and placed a hand over her face. “My eyes hurt. My entire body does.”
The tremors in her muscles weren’t gone yet, and she shook next to me. “I’ll be right back.”
Quietly, I opened the door, grateful it didn’t make a noise and that no one was in the hallway. I crept into my room and spotted the black backpack beside the wall. A small voice in my head told me that what I was about to do was wrong, just prolonging the inevitable. It was why I didn’t want Trey or Cam to know. 
I returned to the room with a bottle of water and two pills tucked into the palm of my hand. Ivy looked at me curiously before sitting up, and I handed them to her. “It’s to help you come down,” I murmured, watching as she swallowed them. “These come with contingencies. First, I’m the only one you come to for drugs. Don’t tell Cam or Trey I gave them to you, either. I don’t want to hear their shit right now.”
She took another sip of water and tugged the blanket up to her chest. “What else?”
I chewed on the edge of my nail. “That we slowly start backing down the amount you take. Wells was determined that we supply this shit, and something about the situation doesn’t sit right with me. We’ll find something else to help you sleep.”
Internally, I was torn by the decision I’d made. I hated to see Ivy suffering, but tea wasn’t the long-term solution. I was a hypocrite, though. We all were, drowning our sorrows in cheap vodka and weed with an endless string of women. 








Chapter 22

Ivy
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It was easier to breathe now that Abraham Wells didn’t imprison me, continually reminding me of the marriage I never agreed to. Niko had given me tea each morning with the promise that soon I would start weaning myself off, but for the time being, it kept the nightmares at bay. I could finally sleep over four hours at a time, and I didn’t wake up with my heart racing, gasping for air.  
At night he snuck into my room, staring down at me as I fell asleep with his arm anchoring me in place. It was almost as if he was afraid I would vanish at any moment, and his touch reassured him I was real. 
My relationship with the other men was different. Trey said very little, but made sure that bottled water and snacks were on my bedside table each morning. Cam gave me a wide berth when I left the room, scowling whenever he saw me. 
I’d heard their younger siblings in the hall when they came home from school, but I hadn’t been bold enough to speak to them. Not yet. For one thing, I was still dressing in whatever clothes they had managed to scrounge together. The second was that speaking to Maya had exacerbated the issues between Cam and me. 
Niko lay on his side, propped up on his elbow and tracing along my jaw with his forefinger. “You have to talk about everything eventually, Ivy. It won’t just go away if you ignore it.”
I turned my face away from him and closed my eyes. If I told him everything that had happened to me, would he still want me? Sometimes I could convince myself that none of it had ever happened; it was just another bad dream that my mind had conjured to frighten me. Saying everything out loud felt too real, too raw. It would cement the fact that it had happened.
There was a heavy pause in the room before he sighed and nestled his head on my shoulder. “What if we traded secrets? I’ll tell you what happened to me. No one else knows.” I nodded but stayed still, unsure if I wanted to tell him. Surely his secret wasn’t as heavy as mine and probably dealt with something in his childhood. “But if I tell you, it stays between us.”
His hand trailed down my arm, and he lowered his voice. “A few months ago, I went to a party Vincent recommended. It was an escort job that paid a lot of money, and I desperately needed cash fast. It was fine at first, but.” He stopped speaking for a moment and cleared his throat, his tone heavy with emotion. “I was drugged and date raped by someone at the party. I don’t know if it was one man or ten. Everyone there was rich and powerful; it’s not like I could go to the police. What would I tell them? I was whoring myself out and got what I deserved?”
He cleared his throat again. “It didn’t even fucking matter in the end. Vincent took half the money, and I still lost the house.”
I opened my eyes and rolled over to look at him. His eyes were shiny with tears that he had yet to shed, and he sniffed while observing me to gauge my reaction. It was clear he was broken over what had happened, even if he could hide it in the light of day. I placed my hand over his heart. “You know it wasn’t your fault, right?”
He let out a wry chuckle and placed his hand over mine. “But isn’t it? I should have known what would happen to me. I was an idiot.”
His pain was palpable, and something inside my soul shattered at the emotion radiating off him. I brushed my lips against his, gently trying to convey the words stuck in my chest. 
I understood. They had taken the same things from me. How often had I woken up with an ache between my legs, or blood on my thighs, after being drugged? He had done what he thought was best and felt he had failed everyone around him.  
He tensed at the feeling of the kiss before melting into me slowly, his mouth moving with mine before he pulled away. “You shouldn’t want me anymore.”
I scoffed at him, my vision blurring at his words. “Then you shouldn’t want me,” I whispered before peppering kisses down his neck. For the first time in weeks, I wanted to feel something good. I wanted to replace the memories of what had happened to me and the silhouette of Olya’s swaying body with something that didn’t hurt. I sat up and pulled my shirt over my head before tugging my shorts off. He watched me with dark eyes silently as his gaze lingered on my exposed skin. Nudging his shoulder, I willed him to lie on his back. 
Niko shifted, and I reached for the hem of his shirt, tugging. I wanted nothing between us. He helped me remove it, pulling it over his head as he settled onto the pillow. His boxers were slung low, and a silvery scar decorated his hip. The memory of the party at the beach rushed through my mind as I pressed my fingers to it. Nothing had turned out how it was supposed to. His lips parted, and he closed his eyes.
I pulled at the waist of his underwear, urging him to lift his hips. He was hesitant and unsure of his motions, but I had never been more sure of anything. It was a way for us to forget, even for a moment. The walls and secrets between us didn’t matter for a while. “Are you sure about this?” he asked as he helped me, pushing the remaining cloth down his thighs.
A tear escaped as I straddled him and traced the black ink that swirled along his torso, lightly grazing my nails along the ridges of his abdomen. “I’ve never been more sure of anything in my life. How could someone not still want you?” I murmured against him, ducking my head and allowing my tongue to taste him. 
I wasn’t foolish enough to assume that I loved him or that he reciprocated anything I felt. Were two people as broken as we were capable of something like love? My aunt had once quoted scripture to me. Love is patient, love is kind. It does not envy, it does not boast, it is not proud. It does not dishonor others, it is not self-seeking, it is not easily angered, and it keeps no record of wrongs. Even though she turned out to be an evil bitch, it was valid. Love was pure, and what we had was marred by our pasts. 
I knew beyond any doubt that Niko would be careful with me. He would guard my heart and protect me from everyone around me, even myself. At least to the best of his ability. 
His cock was hard beneath me as I captured his lips again, even as tears slid down my cheeks. My tongue delved inside, seeking his. His arms circled my waist, and his fingertips dug into my flesh, pulling me closer as his teeth grazed my bottom lip. 
My earlier intentions of seeking solace in his body were lost as my actions became frantic, wanting to erase the small space between us. I rolled my hips against him, his shaft pressed against my clit. Wildfire spread through my veins as I moved, and my nipples hardened as they rubbed against his chest. Our mouths waged a silent war, each kiss deeper than the one before it. 
He broke away and dipped his head down, capturing my nipple between his teeth. His tongue soothed the sting as his hands wandered. The sensation felt like fireworks exploded in my body as he flicked his tongue across the hardened bud, and I failed to stifle the moan that had been building inside me. That spurred him on, and he braced his hands on my waist, rocking his hips to meet me. 
Our breath was ragged, and his hand tangled into my hair, pulling at the roots. Without warning, he slid inside me, and I gasped at the sensation of him filling me. At first, his movements were slow, but something internally urged us on. His tempo sped up, and my heart beat wildly behind my ribs. “Is this what you need, solnyshka?” he panted as he tilted my head back, staring into my soul. “A way to forget?”
If this was what forgetting felt like, I would gladly do it as frequently as possible. I felt alive as every pass of his cock hit a spot deep inside me that left me breathless. I tried to close my eyes to just feel, but Niko tugged at my hair harder. “Eyes on me, Ivy. You need to see who is fucking you.” Despite the coarseness of his words, his tone was soft, yet possessive. 
His free hand left my hip, and his thumb pressed against the sensitive bundle of nerves between my legs as he pistoned into me from underneath, leaving me desperate for more. As he circled my clit, my nails dug into his shoulders, leaving crescent moon shaped indentations. His eyes never left my face as my pussy clenched around him. 
His rhythm slowed when he felt my body grow tight, and he removed his hand, smirking at me. “Not yet. I’m not done with you,” he said as he bit the shell of my ear. He’d brought me to the edge of pleasure just to deny me.
Suddenly he flipped me off him and rolled me onto my stomach, the bed creaking beneath our weight. With a brutal thrust, he entered me from behind, tightening his hand around my throat. “Do you trust me?” he asked as he reached beneath me, finding my clit again. 
I couldn’t respond beyond a moan, too swept up in the moment. His grasp around my throat tightened, and the edges of my vision darkened. My lungs burned from trying to drag in precious oxygen, but I didn’t care. I couldn’t. I ground myself against his hand as he rammed into me, and just before my orgasm struck me, he loosened his grip. Burying my face into the blanket beneath me, I attempted to muffle the sounds he was eliciting from me. 
All I could do was whimper as my orgasm overtook me, leaving me gasping. My walls wrapped tightly around him, and he pushed inside me one last time before collapsing against my back while hot liquid ran down my thighs. He kissed the top of my shoulder as he enveloped me in his arms. 
We lay there for a while, saying nothing. It was crazy that I had been willing to share my body so soon with him, but it felt right. It was almost like he mended one of my broken fragments. 
Once our breathing returned to normal and my heart slowed, he brushed a curl from my face. “Tell me who hurt you. They’ll never touch you again.” His claim that they wouldn’t hurt me felt unrealistic. How could he protect me against the rich, powerful man who was determined that I was his? “Other than Wells,” he tacked on after a pause.
My voice was barely above a whisper, the hum of the ceiling fan drowning out my voice. “Luthor.”
His fingers traveled down to my thigh and pressed against the angry brand of a snake eating its tail that was located there. “And what about this?”
”I don’t know.” 
It was the truth. I didn’t remember ever being given it. Whatever comfort I had felt moments before vanished as I rolled over and pulled on the shirt I had slept in. 








Chapter 23

Ivy
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Cam and I sat across the table from one another, caught in a silent war. We hadn’t spoken to one another directly, but I had heard the off-handed comments he’d made to Niko after we had sex the day before. I stayed out of his way trying to keep off of his radar. 
I shoved a spoonful of marshmallow cereal into my mouth while he glared at me, his arms crossed over his chest. The doorbell rang, and he stood begrudgingly sauntering to the front door to see who was there. “Ivy, you have company,” he bellowed from the front of the house, and I huffed.
Since I had returned, he hadn’t called me little ghost—not even once. It bothered me, but I refused to examine my emotions regarding him. At least not yet. 
The sweatpants that Niko had laid out for me were too large, and I tightened the drawstring as I walked, wondering who the hell had shown up looking for me. When I was kidnapped, no one other than the men in this house and he who shall not be named bothered looking for me. I still wasn’t speaking to him and wasn’t planning to for the foreseeable future.
Cam brushed past me, his shoulder knocking into me and throwing me off balance as I approached the door. The woman I once considered a friend stood outside with her hands on her hips. “We need to talk.”
I raised an eyebrow at her, surprised she had showed up, given the last time we had spoken—at her engagement party. The last interaction I’d had with her involved me slapping her and telling her she could go fuck herself. “We have nothing to say to one another.”
She thrust a pair of flip-flops in my direction and gave me a smug look. “You’re wrong, but I’ll let it slide. Put these on because we’re going for a drive.”
Trepidation skated down my spine, and I wasn’t sure I could trust her. I backed into the house, my body colliding with a hard wall. “New girl, she’s right. The two of you need to talk, at least this once.” Trey was holding a can of energy drink and a cup of coffee. He pushed the coffee in my direction. “I’ll go with you,” he murmured in my ear, and goosebumps formed on my skin from his breath. 
That set me at ease, and I slid my feet into the shoes. “We need to get you some new clothes,” Ros muttered. “You can’t go back to class like that.”
College was the least of my concerns. Even though I had escaped from the Order, it didn’t mean I was safe. Abraham Wells wouldn’t let me go that easily, and I wasn’t prepared to see him again. Given that he was the university’s dean, the chance of us “running into” one another was higher than I wanted to deal with. 
I pushed my shoulders back and tipped my chin up, trying to ignore the adrenaline thrumming beneath my skin. Trey followed behind me, folding himself into the back seat as I fastened my seatbelt. Ros turned down the music as she started the ignition and took off.
”What do you need to say?” I asked her, already impatient with the situation.
She pursed her lips. “The engagement between me and Caleb is fake. Neither of us wants the other. It’s an arrangement between our families to solidify our ties. We’ve been fighting it since they announced it.”
My hand clutched the door as she took a left turn too fast. I wasn’t sure that I believed anything coming from her mouth. Why hadn’t they told me before the party? Why hadn’t he told me before he took me out for pizza? “All the time we spent together, and you never bothered to inform me of what was happening.”
I wasn’t disillusioned enough to think that they really had the power to fight their families. Not after I had been chained in a basement and used by whoever Wells saw fit. 
Her jaw clenched, and she pushed down on the gas pedal, accelerating toward some unknown destination. “We didn’t tell you because we thought we could protect you. Let me ask you something. How many secrets do you think the guys you’re living with have? They haven’t spilled their souls to you for the same reason. Our world is infinitely more complicated than you can imagine, and you’ve been pulled into the middle.”
I glared over my shoulder. Trey choked on the drink he’d been chugging and beat on his chest. “Leave me out of this,” he hissed at Ros. “I’m the one who convinced her to hear you out.”
”Fine. I need to show you something so that you’ll understand why we kept our mouths shut. You can judge us after that. Just keep an open mind. Everything that we have ever done was to protect you, Ivy.”
The residential area faded away, and near the outskirts of town, she took a hard right onto a long drive flanked by evergreens. A large two-story home sat on a lawn, completely camouflaged from the road by foliage. A white marble statue sat in front of the building. St. Jeanne’s. 
“Why are we here?” I asked as I swung open the car door.
Ros smoothed down her dress as Trey grabbed my hand. “You’ll see.”
We climbed the stairs and entered the nursing home. The scent of lemon disinfectant clung to every surface. The pine-colored floors were covered with throw rugs, and watercolors blanketed the creamy yellow walls. A group of women with silver hair gathered around a table, playing a card game while a television played in the background. 
Ros approached a nearby nurse and said something I couldn’t hear. The nurse patted her shoulder and frowned. When Ros walked away, Trey put his hand on the small of my back, urging me to follow her. We climbed up another set of stairs. The hallway was vacant, and she stopped outside a doorway, taking a deep breath. It was almost as if she was preparing herself for what lay on the door’s other side. 
Inside, a small thin man with skin a shade darker than Rosalyn’s lay on a hospital bed. Tubes ran everywhere, and a ventilator quietly hissed. She settled in the chair adjacent to the bed and touched his hand. “This is my Uncle Andrew. When I was still small, he went to dinner with my parents. Aren’t you curious where my parents were?” She made a small noise in her throat. “Have you ever wondered why that car door was dented?”
I had been curious about both things, but something kept me from asking questions.
“Someone was driving too fast in the rain and plowed into the side of their car. Most people would think it was an accident. Hell, that’s what the police ruled it. But here in Clearhaven, nothing is as it seems. My grandfather has always been quick to remind me of that.”
Trey leaned against the wall and turned up the can in his hand, frowning when he realized it was empty. “What did they know?”
Ros looked at the edge of her nails. “They disagreed with my betrothal to Caleb and some of the inner workings within the Order. The accident happened around the same time that Caleb’s parents went missing. Our families remind us every chance they get, it could be us next.”
She gestured to the man who was lying beside her. “He was the only survivor, if you can call it that. There’s no brain activity, but my grandmother has kept him around all these years. The doctors used to plead with her to take him off the machines and let him rest in peace, but she can’t. He’s her last child, and she can’t stand to lose him, too.”
All the anger I had harbored toward my friend evaporated as I listened. It seemed like she was just as stuck as I was. “One last thing,” she said as she fished an envelope out of the pocket of her dress. She handed it to me, and I stared at it, not sure if I wanted to open it. 
The paper was heavy with a grain that screamed expensive and the penmanship on the front was immaculate. On the back, scarlet wax sealed it. With shaking hands, I lifted the edge and pulled its contents out. 
Dear Ivy,
I see that the men you’ve surrounded yourself with have managed to rescue you. Your nuptials to Abraham Wells still stand. If you try to avoid them, there will be dire consequences, not only for you but also for your friends. 
I hope to hear from you soon. 
Regina Spencer
My heart fell as the note drifted to the ground. I knew it was coming, but it was still devastating to have the confirmation. I didn’t know what ‘consequences’ meant, but if it was anything like what had happened to Ros’ family, I didn’t want to find out. 
When we returned to Clearhaven that evening, long after the sun had set, a black SUV sat parked down the street from the guy’s house. It was too nice of a vehicle for that neighborhood and I wondered briefly who it was. Eventually, I dismissed my concerns, chalking it up to exhaustion. After all, it had been a long few weeks. 








Chapter 24

Trey
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Ivy had been home for over a week, and it was time for her to return to classes. There wasn’t much time left in the semester, and she needed to be ready for finals. I wouldn’t let her throw away an entire semester all because of a bunch of rich dickheads.  
My entire life, I had assumed that Regina Spencer worked at the paper mill on the outskirts of town, but recently we discovered she was the madam of the Gilded Lily. It made my plan more difficult, not knowing when she would be home exactly, but it was fine. I sat down the street in my car with a box of black garbage bags waiting for her to leave. 
She was completely unaware of my presence as she locked her front door and sauntered to her car without a care in the world. It was almost as if she had forgotten that she had locked her niece up and allowed her to be traded to a man who could have been her father.
Once she was out of sight, I waited ten more minutes. The last thing I wanted to happen was for her to reappear because she forgot something while I was breaking into her house. When I knew the coast was clear, I pulled into an alleyway closer to the small house and plucked two bags from the box. 
Whistling to myself, I jogged to the back of the house and tested the window to Ivy’s old bedroom. It cracked open, and I grinned to myself. Regina apparently thought she was safe all because of who she associated herself with. I hoisted myself up onto the sill and dropped the bags.
My plan could wait five minutes. I had something to deal with first. Walking through the silent house, I opened the only other bedroom, and my smile widened. I’d been fighting with myself about my rage for Regina and why her actions bothered me so much. Why did I care? Technically, Ivy was no one to me, but that didn’t feel accurate. The longer I stayed away from her, the more I wanted to be with her. 
Unzipping my fly, I walked over to the queen-sized bed covered in an expensive satin comforter and a million throw pillows. Ivy had been shopping at a thrift store and driving a car that you couldn’t open the door. I closed my eyes, whipped out my dick, and sprayed the bed cover with warm liquid. It would surprise Regina when she went to bed tonight. I would pay to see the look on her face when she discovered what it was.
It wasn’t quite what she deserved. I wanted to see her entire skin painted scarlet as I repeatedly drove my knife into her body while she screamed. Not yet, though. Ivy deserved to kill her for everything she’d been through, and I wouldn’t steal that from her. 
I closed the door, leaving it as I found it, before picking up a bag and fluffing it. I crammed whatever items I found in the small container at the foot of her bed inside while humming to myself. Two bags had been a generous thought on my part. A small yellow shopping bag sat on top, filled with cosmetics. I looped it over my shoulder and threw the bag from the window. 
It had taken longer for me to wait for Ivy’s aunt to leave than to grab what I needed. I shoved the window shut and picked up the bag of clothes. Not that I didn’t want her using my stuff, but she needed her things. 
Like me, Ivy was struggling to feel like she had a home, and if I could fix it in any way, I would.
[image: image-placeholder]After a quick stop at a local drugstore where I spent more time smelling shampoo trying to figure out which one smelled like Ivy, I strolled into the house. Ivy was hiding in her room, but I was done with that. I’d heard the moans from her and Niko late at night. I’d also heard her and Cam mumbling at one another. He’d have to get over himself at some point. 
I swung her door open and sat all the bags against the wall. “Surprise,” I chuckled and plopped down on her bed. She squealed in surprise as I landed across her, laying my head in her lap. “Let’s have a talk, new girl.”
About a million and two things. About what had happened to her at the Gilded Lily and who I needed to murder. About how I hated hearing her crying in the shower when she thought no one was around. About how her aunt deserved a painful death. “I brought your clothes from your aunt’s–”
She put her hand over my mouth, silencing me. “She’s not my aunt.”
I gripped her wrist and moved her hand away. “She’s still your aunt, even if she’s a cunt.”
Ivy turned her face away from me, and her voice came out small with a hint of sadness. “No, she’s really not my aunt. And the man I called my father isn’t actually my father, not like it matters. Cam will still hold a grudge against me, even if he found out the truth.”
I rolled onto my side and gripped her chin, forcing her to look at me. She even looked small and broken. “Fuck them. They don’t deserve you. Neither does Cam. None of us do.”
Then I made an impulsive decision—something I prided myself on not doing. I brushed my thumb along her lower lip and she let out a small sigh. Before I could stop myself, my lips brushed against hers gently. I didn’t mean for it to be sexual or overt. It was a silent promise to her that it would all be better one day. 
She closed her eyes but didn’t pull away from me, instead slowly opening up. Her tongue teased along my bottom lip even as silent tears spilled down her face, and she gripped my shirt in her hands. 
Her body shook silently, and it reached my cold, black heart. There was a vulnerability between us I didn’t want to examine as I licked into her mouth, exploring her. The door opened, and someone cleared their throat. 
I pulled away after placing one last soft kiss on the corner of her lips. Niko sat down beside me and raised one eyebrow. “The two of you look cozy.”
I sat up completely and adjusted my glasses. “We were, but then you interrupted.” It was for the best. Really. I was already becoming attached to the red-haired woman, feeling things I had no reason to feel. The last thing I needed was to fall in love with someone—love would be a distraction that kept me from my goal of leaving Clearhaven.
Niko twined his fingers with Ivy’s and gave her a soft smile. That was another reason I needed to stay away. They were happy with one another, getting lost in one another’s gaze when no one was watching. They didn’t need to add a third to that. It was one thing when we were all sharing to have a good time, but an actual relationship? Jealousy would ruin the three of us.
I pulled myself from my thoughts and adjusted my pants, hoping to hide the hard on beneath my jeans. “What I wanted to say was I brought your clothes. You’re going back to class tomorrow.”
She shook her head. “I can’t.”
No wasn’t an answer I would accept. “You can. You can’t hole up in this bedroom forever, and I won’t allow you to let them win. New girl, you’re more than that.”
Her voice lowered, and emotion clogged her throat. “I’ll have to see him; every time I do, it will remind me…” She trailed off and reached into her pillowcase, pulling out a note and handing it to me. 
I stared for a moment before unfolding it and reading its contents. Seeing her aunt’s signature caused anger to flare beneath my skin. I stood abruptly and tore the page, throwing it onto the floor. “Fuck that. You aren’t property to do with as they please because of some business deal made nearly twenty years ago.” I tipped my chin up at Niko. “Bring her to the kitchen.” 
He lifted her into his arms easily, cradling her against his chest. Her face was distorted with confusion. “What are the two of you doing?”
I lifted one shoulder as I walked. “You’ll see.”
I patted the countertop and turned on a stove eye before pulling out my knife. What I had in mind was symbolic. 
Niko placed her where I asked, and I flicked my wrist, extending the blade of my knife. Ivy didn’t look afraid like most people would; instead, she studied me curiously as I waited for the stove eye to heat. “Pull down her shorts and distract her.”
He smirked as he tugged down her clothes and discarded them on the floor. Her pussy was exposed to the room, pink and glistening beneath the light. I breathed in deeply and reminded myself about what I was going to do.
I leaned on the counter next to the stove as Niko got to work, dropping to the floor. He inhaled deeply and growled before slowly licking a line along her skin from her knee upward. She propped herself up on her elbow and wound her hand in his hair, pulling him where she wanted. His face disappeared between her thighs, and I bit down on my lip. 
He licked along her slit, and her eyes caught mine in an unspoken dare while he worked his magic. Her eyes fluttered every time he circled her clit. He draped one of her thighs over his shoulder, and she whimpered. 
She was fucking beautiful, even if she wasn’t mine. Her cheeks were flushed, and her lips parted. I palmed my cock, squeezing it as I placed the flat of the knife against the stove eye. I needed to hurry along the process before I came in my pants from the noises she made or my knife. “Baby, do you want Niko to suck your clit?”
She nodded as a moan left her mouth. Her nipples were taut against the material of the fabric, her breasts rising and falling with every breath. She tugged on Niko’s hair, and he groaned. It took every bit of willpower in me not to unzip my pants and jerk my cock in front of her. She’s not yours.
Slowly, I unbuckled the belt around my waist with one hand, guiding it through the loops. When her muscles tensed and Niko thrust two fingers inside her, I pulled my knife off the heat and approached them. 
I ran my fingers along Ivy’s lips. “Open up.” Her lips parted for me, and I gave into temptation, dipping two inside. Her tongue lapped at them, and then she sucked. I removed my hand and placed the leather from my belt into her mouth. “Bite down. Hard.”
Her teeth clamped down, and she questioned nothing I asked of her. She was so submissive and pliant when she wanted to be. In my mind, fantasies were already being conjured about all the things I could make her do willingly. I jerked her thigh away from the side of Niko’s face, spotting the brand that was still healing.
They didn’t get to have any part of her.
I pressed the blunt side of the knife against the wound. It would still be a scar, but it didn’t signify her as cattle for old rich men. 
Her eyes clenched shut, and a scream ripped from her throat even as she came, muffled only by the sound of my belt. One. Two. Three. Four. Five. 
I yanked the knife away, laid it on the countertop, and removed the belt, cupping her cheek. The words tumbled out before I could stop them. “You did good, new girl. They don’t get to have that piece of you. Only I do.”
I trailed my lips across her cheek. Niko stood up and wiped his mouth with the back of his hand. “What the fuck, man?” He muttered to me. “You could have warned me about what you were going to do.”
I gave him my middle finger. “Clean her up and call Angel. See if he has any silver sulfadiazine lying around.” I took a step back. “You’ve got class tomorrow.”
She closed her thighs and pulled down the edge of her shirt. “Why bother? I’m already failing one class.”
I pulled my bottom lip between my teeth before replying. Moments ago, she was docile and submissive. Now it seemed like she was ready to argue. “No, you’re not. Check the student portal.”
“Did you—“
I didn’t let her finish her question. “Not me.” If it hadn’t been fixed by now, I would have. I would have righted at least one wrong I’d committed against the broken woman I’d sinned against. “Ask your other boyfriend.” I didn’t know for certain, but I had my suspicions about who handled Ivy’s grade.
Something crashed in another part of the house, but I ignored it as I walked to the bathroom in the hallway. It was probably Cam throwing a fit, and I had more pressing matters to handle. I locked the door behind me as I whipped out my dick and wrapped my fist around it. The image of Ivy biting down on my belt as she came played through my mind as I jerked my cock, coming in my hand.
Even though she wasn’t mine, and it was for the best, I couldn’t get her out of my head. 
 








Chapter 25

Ivy
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Niko shook my shoulder, and I placed a hand over my eyes, not ready to get up yet. The sun was already shining, and I wasn’t prepared for the day. My stomach churned at the thought of seeing Wells on campus. The inside of my thigh hurt from Trey’s brand that he placed on my skin, but it was better than carrying the mark of the Order around permanently.  
I struggled to roll over and hid beneath the blanket. “Five more minutes.”
Niko chuckled at me before yanking the cover down, exposing my skin to the cool air of the house. “Not a chance. If I have to be up, so do you. Cam made coffee.”
”If he made it, I’ll pass. He probably poisoned it,” I grumbled under my breath before quoting The Emperor’s New Groove sarcastically. “Oh, right. The poison. The poison for Kuzco, the poison chosen especially to kill Kuzco, Kuzco’s poison.”
Niko’s laughter deepened. “Considering he’s drinking it right now, I doubt he poisoned it.”
Finally, I sat up. “He could have an antidote stored somewhere. Potentially with the stick he has shoved up his ass.”
Niko clutched at his sides. “You’re really cute when you’re grumpy. Considering he let me drink some, I think it’s fine.“
I sighed at him and decided not to address the elephant in the room. Sure, they had something happening between them, but Cam was pissed. The furniture crashing in his bedroom yesterday afternoon was proof of that. I pulled on a pair of my yoga pants Trey had brought, and stumbled to the kitchen with blurry eyes. I poured coffee into a cup and sniffed it. It smelled good—not like poison—so I tempted fate and took a sip.
Trey’s brow furrowed, and he pushed something across the table. “For you. It has a tracker, but we need to discuss something more permanent.” I picked up the bag and looked inside, discovering a phone. I opened my mouth to argue, but he held up a hand, motioning for me to wait. “You need a way to contact us, especially since Luthor has been missing.”
I grabbed the bread to put two pieces into the toaster. “What do you mean, something more permanent?”
Cam snorted. “It was exactly what he said. He wants to put a tracker under your skin to keep tabs on you.”
I choked on my coffee, and Trey didn’t allow me to recover. “It’s not as bad as it sounds. We can place it in your thigh—“
I slammed my cup down. “Nothing else will be placed on or in my thighs.”
Niko gave me a lazy smile. “I can think of at least one thing you want between your thighs.”
My cheeks burned, and Trey looked exasperated. “Fine. What about the side of your neck?”
My toast couldn’t brown fast enough to get out of the conversation. “No.”
I grabbed the bread, which was barely toasted, to race out of the room. “This conversation isn’t done,” he called out behind me.
[image: image-placeholder]The day dragged on as I went from class to class, trying to take notes. I had no idea how to catch up on everything I had missed while chained in a dark basement. My heart pounded in my chest between classes, looking over my shoulder. If the note from my aunt was anything to go off of, Wells wouldn’t let me go. Not that easily.
I breathed a sigh of relief when my last class let out, ready to hide in the library until Trey or Niko finished classes. Usually, Cam would still have football practice, but Niko had informed me about his injury–well, gunshot wound. How he was still functioning was beyond me. I just had a burn on the inner part of my thigh and winced every time my legs brushed together. 
I approached the library, ready to duck inside. All the memories of Cam and me in the library rushed back unbidden. A piece of me fantasized about what it would have been like if I had been someone else. Would he still have been as cruel to me, or would he have doted on me like Niko did? Or been concerned like Trey? Stood up for me like Caleb had his cousin?
Caleb was a subject I wouldn’t allow myself to dwell on very long. My throat still tightened every time I thought of him. After visiting the nursing home, I understood why he was playing the game he was—at least to an extent—but that didn’t mean I’d forgiven him yet. He’d been radio silent since the night they rescued me from the Gilded Lily. And he hadn’t been in class today.
Sometimes, the amount of loss I felt was crushing and made me feel like I was being buried. 
As I climbed the stairs to the second floor, I counted to ten and chose a table. I reminded myself that all those things were in the past, and I could do nothing to change them. I pulled out a notebook and reviewed things I had written earlier in the day. A shadow eclipsed me, and I looked up, knowing who I would find. The only surprise was that another man in a suit stood beside him. 
“Miss Spencer, it’s good to see you back on campus. Detective Ross stopped by to update me on a case he’s been working on. Three of your friends were the last people seen with him. Can he speak with you?”
I closed my notebook and suppressed the sigh I was tempted to give. I didn’t even have to ask which friends they were referring to. They had said nothing around me, but if they had, I wouldn’t tell the detective. I wasn’t naïve enough to think that the police were trying to solve crimes or find missing people. Not in Clearhaven.
The dean stared down at me, and I kicked out the chair across from me, leaning back and crossing my arms over my chest. Wells’ presence unnerved me. I could still feel his breath on my face and his icy hands on my skin. Briefly, I wondered if he was a corpse that didn’t know he was already dead. I stared at the detective. “What do you need?”
He unbuttoned his coat and sat, leaning toward me. “Have you heard of the name Jake Fox?” 
Warning bells sounded in my brain, but I schooled my face. I waited five seconds before replying. “Never heard of him.”
He rubbed the stubble growing on his chin. “Really? I heard he was a fairly popular guy on campus. He was dating a girl you had a run-in with.”
I rolled my eyes before I could stop myself. Arabella and her friends. I wouldn’t have called it a run-in. More like they threatened me, beat the hell out of me, cut off my hair, and were absolute bitches. “I’m sure the dean told you this is my first semester here at Clearhaven. I’m not from here originally and moved to be closer to my aunt.”
My statement was full of half-truths, but it was more than he deserved to have. Where was he when I was trapped at the Gilded Lily? Or when the guys on the beach tried to assault me? Or when the police drugged me? I didn’t trust any of them.
He gave me a smile that didn’t reach his eyes. “I see,” he said and reached into his pocket. He tossed a business card on the table before buttoning his jacket again. “Well, if anything comes to mind, please contact me. Perhaps you’ll remember something later.”
It was a fat chance. Even if I knew where their bodies were buried, I wouldn’t tell him. “Of course.”
Wells stooped down so that he could whisper in my ear. “I hope you received the note from your aunt. Know that isn’t an idle threat, Ivy. If you try to run away or escape our arrangement, the only person who will pay is dear sweet Nikolai. I’ll place a call to Child Protective Services and ensure the state takes custody of his brother and sister. You wouldn’t want to carry that kind of guilt for the rest of your life, would you?”
My blood chilled, and my heart stopped as he straightened up and patted the detective on his shoulder. Cam appeared from behind one of the bookcases and sauntered toward my table. He bent to kiss my cheeks and brushed a stray hair from my face. “Everything alright over here?”
He was looking at me, but the words were meant to intimidate the men interrogating me. I swallowed and attempted to look normal. “Yeah, everything is fine. The dean just wanted to see how I was settling in.”
The truth was far from it, but Cam wasn’t my ally. He wasn’t my protector, either. His eyes were cold and empty as he gazed down at me.
Wells’ threat clung to my skin and played on repeat long after I went home. That night, Niko lay in the bed beside me softly snoring and my chest felt like it would explode from the emotions running rampant in my body. He couldn’t lose his siblings. Not after everything else. 
It would destroy him.








Chapter 26

Cam
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Ivy sat nervously beside me in the back seat on the way home, her skin paler than usual. I’d been hiding behind the bookcase listening to the detective grill her. She said nothing incriminating against us, but what evidence did she have? We’d kept her out of the loop on so many things.  
Niko and Trey had been actively searching for Luthor, hoping to seek vengeance on her behalf like twisted white knights. Whatever worked for them. I didn’t care if Ivy got justice necessarily, but I was in the mood to fuck things up. 
Especially after walking in on Trey and Niko fooling around with her in the kitchen. 
It was bad enough that she was living in the same house as me and Maya, eating at the same dinner table and drinking coffee I made. Niko hadn’t slept beside me since she’d been home, and I felt… It didn’t matter what I felt. He had abandoned me, just like everyone else, choosing the newest, shiniest toy. After I had taken a chance on him, he still pushed me to the side. 
I had a plan to get rid of Ivy, help her move back to her aunt’s house, or back to wherever she came from. It would piss Niko off for a few days, but he’d get over it. In the end, he would realize it was for the best. I wasn’t sure that Trey would care either way. He was always indifferent to everything going on around him. 
I draped my arm over Ivy’s shoulders and raised my voice so Niko and Trey could hear it over the music. “You and the detective looked cozy today.” She tried to push away from me, but there was no escaping in the back seat, and I clutched her tighter. “Tell me what he wanted to know.”
She clenched her jaw and glared at me. “I already told you that the dean simply wanted to know how I was.”   
She reached up and pried one of my fingers back, and I grinned at her. “Careful, little ghost. Maybe I consider you hurting me foreplay,” I whispered, tracing a path up her neck with my tongue. She let go of my hand and sat stock still. 
She was keeping secrets from us, but I would let her. After tomorrow it wouldn’t matter, at least not to me. First, I had something that I needed to take care of.
That night, I waited until Ivy was in the shower. Niko was sitting in the backyard, probably playing guitar, and Trey was hiding in his room. All three teenagers claimed they were studying with friends, but I doubted that was true.
Slowly, I opened the door to the bathroom and stalked inside. Ivy was deep in thought, washing her hair with her eyes closed. Soap ran down her body, and I took a moment to admire her. The scars and scrapes didn’t matter to me. Physically, she was perfection, her full breasts and rosy pink nipples. The stretch marks that decorated her hips.
I was tired of denying myself what I wanted, especially given what I had planned. One last taste. Slowly, I stripped out of my clothes, leaving them on the bathroom floor as I prowled toward the shower. Silently, I pulled back the curtain and stepped inside before pressing Ivy against the tile wall. She gasped and froze before attempting to struggle against me. “Get out,” she commanded, but I wouldn’t. I couldn’t leave without having her again.
“Little ghost, stop fighting the inevitable. I’m tired, and know you are too,” I murmured before sinking my teeth into her shoulder. It would serve as a physical reminder of who owned her. She fought against my grasp and managed to face me.
“You can’t just waltz in here like everything is fine,” she hissed at me and attempted to raise her hand, probably to slap me. I caught her wrist in one hand and held it over her head against the wall.
She writhed against me, my hard cock lying against the plane of her stomach. I traced along her collarbone with my tongue before lifting her leg, hooking it around my torso. “Are you sure about that? If I pushed my fingers inside your sweet pussy right now, would you be wet like always? I don’t want to hate you anymore, little ghost. I’m over fighting.”
She seemed unsure of my words, but slowly relaxed in my hold as I rocked my hips between us. “If we do this, if I agree, then no more fighting? We try to get over the past?”
Tenderly, I brushed my lips over hers, memorizing how they felt. I inhaled her citrusy smell, hoping that it would still haunt me when I was old and gray. “No more fighting,” I promised, the honeyed lie rolling off my tongue easily as I shoved inside of her.
Her head fell back, and I watched rivulets of water stream down my body. With each thrust, I placed a kiss on her skin. “I love how you feel,” I whispered, pairing a truth with the lies I had spouted. “And I love the way you fight me.” Another truth.
Her fingernails from her free hand clawed at my back as I slammed into her. The water ran cold as I fucked her, but neither cared as we were locked together. The emotions coursing through me were complicated. “No matter what happens tomorrow, know that we were meant for one another,” I said into her neck as she shuddered against me. Her walls clenched around my length, and I pushed inside one last time, spilling my cum inside her.
When she looked at me, her eyes glazed over from her orgasm, I hated myself and what I had just done. I turned off the water and wrapped her in a towel before giving her one last kiss.
“You promise?” she mumbled one last time as she stared at me.
I gave her a silent nod before leaving the room, knowing what tomorrow entailed. When I lay in bed, I tossed and turned, more conflicted than ever. 
[image: image-placeholder]The next morning, I rummaged through Niko’s top dresser drawer and shoved the envelope into my backpack before heading to the car. I went to my classes and kept my mask in place until lunchtime. Ivy technically didn’t have classes, but she hadn’t returned to Frankie’s yet, so she was hanging out in the library alone to study—or so she claimed. 
At noon, I stretched and glanced at Niko. “Want to grab a bite to eat?”
He hiked his bag up higher on his shoulder. “Yeah, I’m starving.” He skipped breakfast because he had woken up late and been too preoccupied fucking Ivy to bother with his usual morning ritual. 
He looked at Trey, who simply nodded. “I need more caffeine.” That was the last thing he needed. Really, he needed a total detox of caffeine and stimulants, but who was I to argue? 
“We should invite Ivy,” I suggested casually.
Niko grinned at me. “Are you finally coming around?”
”Something like that.” It was nothing like that. I would never come around to liking the person who was playing us. They were just fools. I’d been holding my cards close to my chest until the time was right.
Niko texted Ivy, and we waited beside the student center for her. She attempted something resembling a smile, and I ushered her inside. “Get whatever you want. I’m sure you’re hungry.”
Ivy’s time away when she’d been “missing” had caused her to lose some weight. Niko and Trey had chalked it up to her not being fed, but I had another theory. Maybe she was losing weight because that was what her future husband wanted. Most of the wives of the elite in Clearhaven were gaunt and used amphetamines to stay that way. Niko had sold plenty of drugs to them over the years. 
She glanced at me cautiously over her shoulder as we entered the cafeteria. I picked up a wrap sandwich and waited for Ivy to make a selection. She chose a cup of soup and a bottle of water. Her knuckles were white from how tightly she gripped them, and she pressed her lips into a thin line. 
Once we had paid, I settled at our usual table in the middle of the space. Students were bustling around, grabbing food or preparing for their next class. Ivy attempted to sit across from me, but that wouldn’t do. I grabbed her waist and dragged her into my lap. “People are going to see us,” she hissed at me.
I nuzzled into her neck, inhaling her soft scent one last time. It really was a shame she was a liar. Nearly everything about her was perfect, and when I came, it was still to thoughts of her. “I have a surprise for you,” I murmured against her ear.
Keeping one arm banded around her waist, I reached into my backpack and pulled out the envelope I’d grabbed. Niko’s face paled, and he stopped chewing mid-bite. “No, Cam,” he mouthed to me. 
I ignored him as I took out the photos of Ivy one by one and laid them on the table. She was in various stages of undress in each of them, her eyes glassy with different men positioned between her legs. Her eyes went wide, and she tried to struggle against me, but I held her tight. “I think it’s funny that supposedly Abraham Wells kept you captive, but in this photograph right here,” I tapped my finger against the print, “He’s fucking you. And in this one.”
She choked and her nails bit into my arm. “Let me go,” she whimpered.
Niko stood up. “Enough, Cam. It’s not what you think it is.”
I clicked my tongue at her. “No, not yet. How many men is this, little ghost? I have to tell you what I think. I think that you’re their willing whore, spreading your legs for money and comfort. You weren’t chained in a whorehouse; he kept you there as a pet. Why did you try to get close to us in the first place? Were you placed as a spy to find out things about the Forsaken? Ensure we were pushing the drugs that your fiancé gave us?”
Trey slammed his fist on the table. “Leave her alone, dickhead. You weren’t there.”
I ignored him as blood dripped down my arm and a sob ripped through her chest. People had turned around and stared at the scene unfolding, but Ivy crumpled further every second that passed. I licked her cheek where tears had fallen. “Your tears are delicious, little ghost. Too bad your existence disgusts me.”
I pushed her off of my lap onto the floor. “That’s exactly where you belong. You’re lower than the dirt on my shoes.”
She snagged Niko’s keys from the tabletop and took off without her belongings, racing from the building. Trey glared at me. “Fuck you, Cam,” he shouted before running after her while Niko cleared the top of the table, grabbing the collar of my shirt. 
“You just can’t fucking stop. You had to hate her for some made-up reason.” A tear trailed down his face as he lifted his fist and punched me. “Let me tell you what happened in this picture.” He lifted the one closest to us, his grip around my neck growing tighter. “First, they invited her to a party at someone’s house. Everything was fine, and they passed around glasses of wine and champagne while someone played the piano in the background.” He shoved the photo against my face. “People would chat politely to her, asking how school was. After a while, things would get hazy. Then she would feel sick.”
He dropped the photo onto the floor and glared at me, our faces inches apart. “They would pass her around and use her, and the next morning she would have no idea any of it happened. Ask me how I know.”
I didn’t answer, and he raised his voice, yelling. “Ask me how I know!”
I swallowed, and my nostrils flared. “How do you know?”
”Because that’s what happened to me, you dumb fuck. Find your own way home,” his voice cracked. “I’m sick of looking at you.”
He released me and gathered all the photographs, shoving them into his bag. He walked out of the cafeteria with his shoulders hunched without glancing behind him. 
I sat there in shock, trying to collect my thoughts. Everything I had thought was a lie. Ivy had been a victim the same way Maya had been.
Someone patted me on the shoulder, and I looked up, ready to fight whoever was touching me. Caleb stood there looking like the Cheshire cat. “Well, looks like she hates the two of us now.”
He sauntered off, and I threw Ivy’s water bottle at his back. Even when it hit its mark, his gait didn’t change. 
I pressed my fingers into my eyes, not knowing my next move or how to feel about anything that had just transpired. 








Chapter 27

Ivy
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“He’s fucking you.”  I felt like I was deep underwater, drowning, trying to scramble for air. My lungs burned, and my eyes stung as my nails bit into his skin, begging him to let me go. Cam’s words filtered into my ears, and my mind raced as I stared down at the photographs, bile rising in my throat. A scream threatened to rip from my body. Everything he had said to me the night before was a lie.
In one color photograph, the man I had considered my father–that had raised me–was kneeling between my legs with his pants around his thighs. Thankfully, I hadn’t eaten breakfast, but my stomach still heaved. My entire childhood was a lie. Riding lessons and birthday parties were a sham, a way to cover up his true intentions for me. I wasn’t just thrown away and given to one of his friends. The men who had surrounded me at parties like vultures used me after leering at me like a fresh piece of meat.
The dreams were all true. All of them.
For months, my brain had been trying to tell me each night about the horrors that had happened to me. I didn’t remember any of it, at least not in the daylight, but now I was being confronted with undeniable evidence. Everything around me was hazy, and sound distorted as my mind raced.
I should have known that Cam wasn’t actually being nice, but I had ignored the voice in the back of my head that told me that maybe, just maybe, he was coming around. That he understood that none of it was my fault, and I was just another victim in the games of rich men.
My body hit the floor, and I didn’t have time to catch myself. My vision blurred as he uttered the words, “That’s exactly where you belong. You’re lower than the dirt on my shoes.”
It took a few moments for my muscles to work and pull myself off the floor. All the time being held prisoner in a brothel’s basement didn’t make me feel like the pictures did. Like he did. Tears ran down my face as I grabbed Niko’s keys off the table and ran. Escape. My mind was fixed on that one thing. I had to get away from them and the other students who sat nearby staring at me like I was a freak show.
My feet padded along the floor, and I yanked open the door to the building. A sob escaped me, wracking my body as I staggered to the parking lot, searching for Niko’s car. Fuck all of them.
With shaking hands, I inserted the key into the door. “Ivy, wait,” Trey yelled from nearby. I couldn’t wait, though. He would stop me, and I didn’t want him to. I slid into the seat and started the car, throwing it into reverse. Through my tears and the windshield, I could see Trey running toward the car, his cheeks ruddy and chest heaving. As I squealed out of the parking lot, he leaned against a car near him and pulled out a phone, his lips moving silently.
I wiped my eyes with my hand and drove as fast as possible, not bothering with a seatbelt. It wouldn’t matter if I died. I was so tired of everything. I was tired of being blamed for my father’s crimes. Life in Clearhaven had been absolute shit. Running away the first time hadn’t worked. Instead, I’d spent however long chained up and raped. I didn’t want to marry Wells; if I didn’t, Niko’s family would be ripped apart.
If I was dead, then I couldn’t marry Wells. It was really that simple. The decision lifted a weight off my shoulders that had been wearing me down. The guys would be free of me, and Cam would finally have the justice he’d desperately sought for Maya. I laughed to myself, rolled down the window, and turned up the music. The wind whipped at my skin, and I felt alive for the first time in months.
I was free.
I pulled up in front of the house and let myself in, heading straight to Niko and Cam’s bedroom. Inside, I found the backpack they stored the drugs they sold and pulled out a fist full of baggies, shoving them in my pockets. Scanning the room, I found a notebook and pen lying forgotten on the nightstand. I went to the room I had been sleeping in and flipped the lock. A heavy dresser sat against the wall, and I pushed it against the door, not wanting to be interrupted.
I doubted anyone would. The past had shown me that Trey and Niko sided with Cam, even if their faces showed apprehension or disagreement. He was their best friend. Why would they care if he hated me?
I threw the baggies on my quilt and sat cross-legged next to them. I pulled out a handful of pills and placed them in my mouth. And then I repeated the process. And I repeated it, not caring what they were.
Then I picked up the pen and started writing as existence clouded over.
To the World:
If you’re reading this (well, you probably aren’t. I mean, why would you? Who am I? Just a nobody) I’m gone. The past year has been the worst of my life. Maybe it’s been longer than that, but it’s all okay now. I’m happy finally. As I write this, I feel my heart slowing and my eyes growing heavy. Maybe that’s what I need. To sleep for a long time.
I’ve been so tired, guys, and I don’t know if I can ever put all the pieces back together again. I’ve tried, and everything just falls apart again every time I think I have it figured out.
I don’t blame any of you for anything that has happened to me. This is my parting gift to all of you–forgiveness for the part you’ve played in my downfall. Some of it was intentional, and some of it was unintentional. 
Cam, I want to let you know that I’m sorry about your sister. Maya seems like she’s a good kid. You know I could see you being my one true love in another lifetime. The shit you read about in a book or a fairytale. Fate wasn’t having that, though, was it? You’re so broken and bitter beneath your beautiful exterior. I hope you find the peace you are looking for.
Niko, I never told you this out loud, but I think I loved you as soon as I caught you in the graveyard playing guitar. It was just you and me, and everything felt perfect and right. Thank you for loving me in the only way you knew how. Thank you for keeping me as safe as you could. Don’t let the world break you or the men who stole from you make you feel less than others. Or dirty. We were never dirty.
Trey, I think we understand each other in a way that no one else does. I can go to my grave knowing I don’t carry the mark of those sick fucks on my body anymore. Take better care of yourself. No one needs that much caffeine. I hope the next time someone weaker than you needs help, you find the courage to stand up for them. You are more than the games those around you play.
Caleb, I want you to know that I understand why you did everything you did. Sometimes I wonder what it would have been like to run away together and start over. Assume fake names and have a few kids. It was all just that though. A dream. Your family would have found you no matter where you went. Maybe one day you will escape them.
Ros, I’m sorry I slapped you. Thank you for being my friend when I had no one. When you make it to the other side, if there is one, we should drink cheap vodka as ghosts and sit on top of our tombstones. Maybe we can haunt all the assholes who have hurt us.
I think that’s everything I wanted to say. I might remember more later, but by then, it will be too late.
As for final wishes, I don’t have any. Being free from all of this is enough for me. Don’t cry for me; God knows you didn’t while I was alive. No need for false sentiment now.
Ivy
I sighed and folded the paper the best I could before laying back on my pillows. When I finished the letter, it was hard to breathe, and I couldn’t hear my heart. I closed my eyes and let the darkness pull me under for the last time.








Chapter 28

Niko
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I stalked out of the student center, searching for Trey and Ivy, hoping he had found her. My anger at Cam hadn’t abated as I jogged toward the parking lot, praying she hadn’t taken off. He was an asshole and had no clue about the damage he’d done. 
There was no sign of my car, and my heart fell. What the fuck was she doing? Did she just need to get away from everything?
Trey was sitting in the grass next to the parking lot, his phone pressed to his ear while he absentmindedly tore at dead blades of grass. He pressed his lips into a thin line as he nodded his head. “Yeah, by the science center.”
He hung up and looked at the sky, his hand easing into his pocket. “Rhyker will be here in five minutes. I tried to get her to stop, but she wouldn’t. She took off like a bat out of hell.”
I wasn’t sure how to respond, so I didn’t as we waited, glancing at our phones. Time stretched infinitely, five minutes feeling like an hour. Finding Ivy felt urgent, and dread clung to me.
Cam finally sauntered up, holding Ivy’s backpack. His face twisted in pain from either the wound on his stomach or the fact he finally realized he fucked up. Neither of us addressed him, and I chewed at the corner of my nail. I had told him I was sick of looking at him and to find his own way home, but I wasn’t in the mood to fight with him. Not now.
Cam cleared his voice. “I didn’t know. Does she have her phone?”
Trey stared at him blankly and stood up, wiping dirt off his jeans. He walked past Cam to the sidewalk, intentionally knocking his body into him, when Rhyker’s car appeared. “Looks like Frankie decided to tag along. I hope she rips you a new asshole,” he muttered under his breath.
My emotions bubbled beneath the surface of my skin, and I started toward the car, not waiting for it to park. “Of course, you didn’t know,” I yelled. “How could you know, fucking prick?”
Cam caught up to me and scratched the back of his neck. “I was just trying to make a point. I thought–”
“We all know what you thought,” Trey cut in, swinging open the car door that was still moving.
We piled into the vehicle, and Frankie glared at us. “What did you do, Camden Barrett? Most of the time, I would say your mother taught you better, but somehow I doubt that.” Cam paled as the older woman pulled a cigarette from a pack lying in the center console and lit it. “And what are you waiting for? Let’s go,” she told her grandson.
Any other time, I would have laughed at the small purple-haired woman bossing around the man driving, but all I could think of was Ivy. All I could hope was that she returned to the place we called home instead of somewhere else, considering she didn’t take any of her belongings.
Rhyker took off, and a heavy silence enveloped the car. The typically quick trip back to our house was the longest of my life. As the car speeded along and trees blurred past, I couldn’t get to Ivy fast enough. My muscles shook from the adrenaline. Cam murmured apologetically in a low voice that only I could hear, sighing heavily and looking at his hands. “I’ll make things right.”
I stared at him blankly. If he wanted forgiveness, I wouldn’t be the one to give it to him, absolving him of his sins. Only Ivy could do that. Besides, remorse was more than pretty words spoken when things went sideways. For me to forgive him, he would have to prove himself–not only to me but also to the red-haired woman he tried to break.
Rhyker pulled into the small driveway in front of the house, and I sighed in relief when I saw my car there. At least Ivy came home instead of trying to run away again. I didn’t know what I would do if the Order tried to take her from me again. The front door wasn’t closed all the way, and I ran in, calling her name with Frankie and Trey following me.
She didn’t respond, and the panic welling inside me threatened to explode. I raced to the hallway where her bedroom was and tried the doorknob. “Ivy, baby, open the door. Please,” I shouted, rattling the door. When she didn’t answer, I rammed my shoulder into it, trying to get the lock to give way. The wood cracked beneath my weight but didn’t break.
Rhyker put his hand on my arm and motioned for me to move. He used his body, shoving into the wood. It splintered, and the door bounced off of something behind it. Without a word, he forced it open, the dresser behind it scraping the hardwood floor.
A scream threatened to escape when I saw Ivy. She was lying across the top of her blanket with pale skin and lips that were tinted blue. Her breathing was shallow, and another piece of my soul shattered. This couldn’t be happening. A piece of paper was folded next to her, and baggies of pills surrounded her. What had she taken? How much? I stood frozen, my muscles glued to the spot.
Trey rushed past us, placing his fingers on her neck. “I can’t find a pulse.” Cam stood like a statue, his eyes glued to the bed. “What the fuck are you doing? Call 911,” Trey yelled at us, but everything happened in slow motion. It was like I was underwater and couldn’t breathe. I couldn’t convince my muscles to work, my eyes fixed on Ivy’s pale skin.
Frankie held out her hand to Rhyker. “Give me your phone,” she demanded as frustration rolled off her in waves. “I left mine in the car.” He gave her what she wanted mechanically, and she walked into the hallway, speaking in hushed tones.
Trey pushed on her chest, humming Stayin’ Alive between breaths. I fell to my knees beside the bed and grabbed the carefully folded note. My eyes stung as I skimmed over her delicate writing.
Who am I? Just a nobody. I scoffed to myself. Even if she felt like a nobody, she was everything to me.
I never told you this out loud, but I think I loved you as soon as I caught you in the graveyard playing guitar. And I think I loved you before that, maybe the moment I first saw you. 
Trey continued pressing on her chest even as sirens wailed in the distance.
It was just you and me, and everything felt perfect and right. Thank you for loving me in the only way you knew how. Thank you for keeping me as safe as you could. Not safe enough, obviously. I should have never given her the drugs, even if I had to hold her through every nightmare she had and take care of her while she suffered from withdrawals. 
This was my fault. Everything I touched was tainted.
Don’t let the world break you or the men who stole from you make you feel less than others. Or dirty. We were never dirty. Hot tears rolled down my cheek as paramedics walked into the room. Sweat beaded across Trey’s forehead from exertion, and his chest heaved when they patted him on the back, telling him he had done a good job.
Don’t cry for me; God knows you didn’t while I was alive. No need for false sentiment now. I choked on my tears. It wasn’t a false sentiment, but instead, the image of a world without the woman who had become my sun. She lit up every dark corner of my life and understood me like no one else.
I should have done more. Stood up for her. Punched Cam in the face. Came clean sooner. Told her how I felt.
“Give us some space. We’ll do everything we can to save her,” an older man with a mustache said. Sluggishly, I stood and moved to the hallway, my vision clouded by emotion.
Maybe that’s what I need. To sleep for a long time. Silently I begged her not to. She had to live. Even if my reasons were selfish, I needed time to make everything up to her. To prove to her that life was worth living.
Trey wiped at his face with his shirt, the corner of his lips turned down while he watched through the doorway. I handed him the letter, and he clutched it, not opening it. Frankie’s fingers dug into Cam’s arm, and she scowled. “We need to talk. Now.”
When the younger man stopped chest compressions and mumbled, “Still nothing,” under his breath, more tears rolled down my face. I prayed to a god I didn’t believe in to save her, promising I would change. I would give whatever they asked of me just to see her eyes flicker open, including my life in exchange for hers.
Trey wrapped an arm around my shoulders when he saw them remove a piece of medical equipment from the bag. The older man turned on the machine and picked up two paddles. “Come on. You don’t need to see this,” he told me, trying to lead me away.
“I can’t leave her. She wouldn’t want to be left alone,” I choked out. He gave me a sad look and pulled me into his chest, hiding my face while they worked to save her. 
Before the paramedics left, Trey’s shirt was drenched from tears.








Chapter 29

Trey
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Hidden in the parking garage, I took a heavy drag from the lit cigarette. The hospital had a strict no-smoking policy, but this was the second time I’d been here in less than a month. The letter Ivy had written sat in my pocket like a stone, its words looming like a dark cloud. 
She was on the fourth floor, hooked up to wires and machines. I couldn’t get the scene to stop– the memory of me pushing against her lifeless body, hoping she would take a deep breath. Maybe I had done everything wrong. I should have first shoved my fingers down her throat to remove whatever she’d taken.
I also couldn’t stop the image of her chest jerking while they shocked her, finally getting a weak rhythm. I’d hidden Niko from that horror; he’d seen enough. The look on his face was devastating while he read her letter.
Even dissociation couldn’t save me from its contents. It was time to see what she’d said. I stubbed out the smoke beneath the toe of my shoe and unfolded the paper.
I’ve tried, and everything just falls apart again every time I think I have it figured out. The words hit me straight in the chest. I’d felt them a million times before. I pulled another cigarette out with my teeth and absentmindedly lit it.
I think we understand each other in a way that no one else does. I can go to my grave knowing I don’t carry the mark of those sick fucks on my body anymore. It was the least I could do given the circumstances. I thought it was a way to help her heal and to prove that she was more than that. That she wasn’t property they could own.
Take care of yourself better. No one needs that much caffeine. I snorted at the line even though my throat grew tight. The fact she even thought of me when she was going through hell... I wasn’t sure how to feel.
I hope the next time someone weaker than you needs help, you find the courage to stand up for them. You are more than the games those around you play. This was my greatest regret with her. I’d stood by complacently, allowing Cam to do what he wanted. She deserved better than that.
Being free from all of this is enough for me. I momentarily held the letter to my chest, struggling to take a deep breath. My emotions threatened to drown me. That she felt so alone while surrounded by people spoke volumes. How many times had that exact sentiment floated through my mind unbidden?
I took a photo with my phone and sent a text to Caleb. It would piss the guys off when they found out, but they could fuck themselves right now. Ivy felt something for him, even if he was a douchebag.
And he felt something for her. I’d seen it whenever he spoke of her, and when we found her at the Gilded Lily that night.
Me: Just thought you should know she’s at the hospital.
Caleb: I don’t think she wants to see me.
Me: This isn’t about what she wants, dickhead. It’s about what she needs, and she needs to know you’re not giving up on her.
Caleb: Have you told Ros yet?
Me: No. It’s your job to tell your “fiancée.” I’ll buy you a coffee if you do. FYI, it’s even worse here than at that place in town.
He sent me a middle finger emoji, and I deposited my phone in my pocket as I took a last puff of the cigarette that had been burning in my hand. Weed would have been better, but I could only imagine the look on the nurses’ faces if I walked inside smelling like that.
With the weight of the world on my shoulders, I walked back inside and took the elevator to the fourth floor. Stepping into the family waiting room, I took a deep breath and looked around, buying myself some time. The lights were too bright with the white-tiled floor and the creamy yellow walls. The air was filled with chatter from the nurses in the hallway and medical equipment beeping. It smelled like dead flowers and cleaning products, reminding me of the sickness surrounding the floor.
People were scattered around the waiting room, no doubt hoping to hear news about someone they were close to. An elderly woman sat in the corner, staring at a television, clinging to a package of tissues in her hands.
I pushed down all the emotions swirling inside me: panic, anger, despair. The room was freezing, mirroring the numbness I was trying to channel. Cam sat in one of the worn chairs, his arms crossed across his chest as he stared into the distance. His usual arrogance and cockiness were gone, and I wanted to know what he was thinking. Niko sat across from him, glaring while holding a cup of coffee.
This situation was about more than just Ivy. It was about the secrets each of us kept, and they impacted everyone around them. Niko’s secrets had collapsed like a house of cards, tumbling out after a single event. I knew where Ivy had gotten the drugs. It didn’t take a rocket scientist to figure it out.
I sat beside him and shoved the letter at his chest. He startled at my touch and took the piece of paper. We stared at each other for several moments before I spoke. “I think you need to read this. I mean really read it. You need to know exactly how much pain you caused her. How much we all caused her. Enough is enough. After this, if you ever speak to her like that again, I’ll kill you myself.”
Cam sat there with his mouth open, but no words came out. “One more thing. Caleb is coming to see her, and I don’t want you to say anything to him. It’s not your place–not anymore. Get over yourself. She deserves better than this shit.”
He clenched his jaw and swallowed hard before unfolding it, walking into the hallway away from the people. I removed my glasses and wiped them on the edge of my shirt. Without looking up, I stated, “The same thing goes for you, lover boy. Hurt her, and I will not hesitate to slit your throat. Say anything to Caleb, and I will fucking end you.”
I’d stayed away from Ivy long enough, and almost losing her had proven to me just how much I really wanted her. How much we all needed her, even if Cam didn’t see it yet. Actions spoke louder than words, and once she was feeling better, I planned to prove to her exactly how I felt.
[image: image-placeholder]The clock on the wall ticked slowly, taunting me. Caleb and Ros finally showed up, both of their eyes puffy and rimmed in red. Ivy’s engagement to Wells and the Order’s involvement in our lives were two more things I had to figure out when everything slowed down. How in the hell did you take on an organization you knew little about that controlled everything?
I patted Ros’ hand as I made my way to the nurse’s station, hoping to catch one of them by themselves. A plump matronly brunette sat behind a computer, typing notes on one of her patients. Darlene. I cleared my throat, alerting her to my presence, and gave her my best smile. “Excuse me, ma’am. Do you have a few minutes?”
Her eyebrows furrowed in confusion, and she tilted her head to the side. “I can’t give you information about any of the patients.”
I waved my hand in the air, dismissing that concern. “I’d never dream of breaking hospital policy. Patient confidentiality is important, and I have no doubt that my friend is receiving quality care.” No, what I had planned was much worse than that.
I lowered my voice and expressed what I needed from her. Her eyes widened, and she pursed her lips until I told her the price I would pay. After purchasing the house, I still had cash saved from various projects. Finally, she agreed after I promised I could deliver the cash that night in exchange for what I wanted—and that no one would ever know of her involvement.
$5,000 was a lot of money for five minutes’ worth of work.
I stalked out to the parking deck away from the security cameras, lighting another cigarette. It wasn’t something I made a habit of, but neither was bribing medical professionals. I had questions, and Ivy needed answers. There were too many unknown variables, and it was time that ended. 








Chapter 30

Caleb
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I stared down at my phone, rereading the letter Trey had sent me and our text exchange as my heart pounded. Despair. There was no other way to express how I felt. At least she was still alive, but how much more could she take? Even if she recovered this time, would I lose her forever? 
This is my parting gift to all of you–forgiveness for the part you’ve played in my downfall. Forgiveness was the last thing that any of us deserved. I should have stayed away from her, even though my grandfather had demanded it. Or I should have forced her to leave. Hell, paid someone to kidnap her and keep her hidden away in another country. Anything.
I want you to know that I understand why you did everything that you did. A bitter laugh escaped my lips at those words. I didn’t understand why I did everything. Well, other than the threat to her life, but we see how well that worked. My cousin had still been allowed to rape her, and she almost died, even if it was at her own hand.
Sometimes I wonder what it would have been like to run away together and start over. Assume fake names and have a few kids. Me too, princess. And I should have told you sooner. Once, I told her she would never escape me, but I’d done a shit job of proving it since she’d been back in Clearhaven. I needed to prove it to her again. Somehow.
It was all just that, though. A dream. Your family would have found you no matter where you went. Maybe one day you will escape them. Fuck my family. One day, I would destroy all of them and the Order. Revenge for Ivy and my parents would taste sweet on my tongue.
I needed allies. I wasn’t foolish enough to think three low-level gang members would be enough to take down a secret society controlling everything in Clearhaven.
It’s about what she needs, and she needs to know you’re not giving up on her. Trey was right, and I was being a pussy. I dialed the number to Ivy’s best friend–even if they were currently on shaky ground–and rubbed my eyes. When she answered, I tried to keep the emotion drowning me from seeping into my voice. “I’ll pick you up in fifteen minutes. We have somewhere we need to go.”
Her tone was bitter when she replied. “Caleb, I’m not in the mood to play games for your grandfather today. Tell him I have food poisoning.”
I coughed to clear my throat. “It’s not about my grandfather. It’s about Ivy.”
[image: image-placeholder]It was funny how the perception of time worked when your world fell apart. Sometimes time passed slowly, crawling at the speed of a snail. Other times it raced, and the day went by in a blur.
Our drive to the hospital was cloudy, and it was a miracle that we made it. I couldn’t tell you when I picked up Rosalyn or what I’d said. Instead, I’d just handed her my phone with Trey’s conversation pulled up.
The noises from her sounded like a wounded animal clawing at my soul. It was heartbreaking. Even if we weren’t together, and I didn’t love her the way I should have, I hated she was hurting.
I bottled up my emotions to the best of my ability, but they still seemed to fight to the surface. The last thing I needed was someone to report to my grandfather that they had seen me crying at the hospital or visiting Ivy. She had enough issues, and bringing him into it would only complicate matters further.
I left the car in a parking garage across the street from the hospital, and we walked inside, not speaking. Once we entered the fourth-floor waiting room, I guided Ros to a seat and glanced at Niko. “Which room is she in?”
He didn’t meet me with his typical snide remarks or a warning that I should leave. After helping to rescue Ivy, I hoped our relationship had changed, at least to a degree. He quirked an eyebrow up. “412. I don’t know if they’ll let you see her yet, but perhaps you can pull some strings. The doctor told us she’s stable right now, but that’s all he said.”
I tipped my chin up at him in acknowledgment and strolled down the hall, noting room numbers. Once I found her room, I didn’t look over my shoulder or ask anyone for permission. I walked inside like I belonged.
Ivy’s body lay unnaturally still, her skin even paler than usual. A tube was inserted into her mouth, and her chest rose mechanically with each whoosh of the machine. I stared at the monitor momentarily before sitting in a chair beside the bed and grabbing her hand. Her skin was clammy, and I cradled it against my chest.
She wasn’t awake, but potentially she could hear me. “Princess, I need you to fight through this and wake up. I’ve been shit lately and don’t know how to make any of this better.”
I sniffed, trying to stifle the tears that attempted to fall. “I should have told you sooner about my involvement and this stupid arranged marriage between me and Ros. We’ve been trying to stop it since high school. Neither of us wants it. The only person in the world I want is you.”
Dampness fell on my cheek, but I ignored it. “I’m sorry about everything. So fucking sorry. I read your letter and want you to know it wasn’t just a dream. We can have that. We can move anywhere else in the world if you just open your eyes. You name the place. I should have just taken you somewhere. Claimed it was for a weekend getaway and never came back.”
I clutched her hand a little tighter, the pain in my chest growing by the second. “You were right in your letter.” My words came out in a strangled cry. “We’re all to blame for what happened to you. I hate this so much. I hate that you’re lying there, and I hate the fact that you won’t talk to me. I need you like I need air to breathe.”
Pressing a gentle kiss to the top of her hand, I laid it back on the bed before standing. I needed to leave the room before I suffocated on every emotion and thought racing through my brain. Trey was leaning against the wall outside of her room when I emerged. He raised his eyebrows at me.
“We need to talk,” I told him, walking to a stairwell. I pushed inside, waiting for him to follow.
Once inside, he pulled out a knife and shoved me against a wall. The blade dug into my skin, and I didn’t fight back. I deserved whatever punishment he doled out. “We do need to talk, but let’s discuss a few rules first. One, if you intend on just using Ivy and leaving her or abandoning her at any point, you need to tell me now. I’ll make your death quick and painless. If I find out later you’re playing her for your grandfather, your death will be anything but merciful.”
I swallowed hard, the knife stinging against my skin. “You don’t have to worry about that. Not now. My grandfather had asked me to befriend her, but once I saw her–once we talked–my feelings were genuine.”
He was a fucking psycho, but that was what Ivy needed. Someone who would defend her no matter what. That was what I needed, too. At least for what I had in mind. “Two, no more fighting with the other guys. Ivy doesn’t need that shit. Not now, not ever. I don’t trust you, but I want her to be happy when she gets out of here.”
I put my hand on his wrist. “That’s fine. Fighting with you guys is getting old, and that’s what I wanted to discuss. A truce, if you will. We have a common enemy.”
He nodded and dropped the knife, folding it back up. “Let’s grab the coffee I promised you, then.”
I rubbed my hand against my skin, noting the streak of red when I pulled it away. “We need to stop Ivy’s wedding.” Mine too, but I didn’t say that out loud. “Topple the entire Order.”
Trey sighed deeply as we exited the stairwell. “I’ve been thinking about that. There is no way in hell I’ll hand her over to them. Especially after this.” We walked into the cafeteria, and each grabbed a cup of lukewarm coffee that tasted mildly burnt. “The question is how.”
We sat in the corner, and I crossed my legs. “It’s the million-dollar question, isn’t it?”
Slowly, he traced a pattern on the side of the cup. “I might have some ideas, but give me a few days. I need to find out something first.”








Chapter 31

Cam
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Morning light shone through the window across the room, and I sat in the chair next to the bed, practically begging her to look at me. Ivy woke up in the middle of the night and was stable enough to breathe independently. She was still hooked to monitors, but the color had returned to her face. 
Forgiveness. The word tasted bitter on my tongue. It had been stuck in my mind since I read Ivy’s letter the night before. I’d been a coward, refusing to look at it when anyone else was around.
Did I even deserve forgiveness? My actions toward Ivy had seemed reasonable when they occurred, but now…
The past year has been the worst of my life. I had contributed to that. There was no way that I could deny that my actions had compounded Ivy’s problems. I had pushed her until she tried to leave Clearhaven, and then pushed her to the point she swallowed only God knows how many pills.
In another lifetime, I could see you being my one true love. The shit you read about in a book or a fairytale. I pushed my fingers into my eyes, letting the words play repeatedly. I wasn’t worthy of being anyone’s true love, especially not Ivy’s. Our past was too complicated for something like that, and I wasn’t sure I believed in love. At least not for me.
Fate wasn’t having that, though, was it? You’re so broken and bitter beneath your beautiful exterior. I hope you find the peace you are looking for. Broken and bitter was only the tip of the iceberg. She had no idea how damaged I truly was. After she came home, I’d been jealous of her and Niko, and the thought of them together spurred me on. Any way I tried to spin it, I was the reason she was lying in a hospital bed.
Trey had threatened me the night before, telling me he would kill me if I pulled some bullshit again. I had no intention of that. Not anymore. Even if I wasn’t worthy of her love, I would spend the rest of my life protecting her. No one else was allowed to hurt her again.
I shifted in the uncomfortable chair. “Little ghost, I never meant for this to happen. Even when I wanted you gone from Clearhaven, I never wanted you dead.”
She lay looking out the window and didn’t respond to what I said. I wasn’t sure if it was good or bad, but I needed to say my peace and hope that she listened. “I didn’t know about what happened to you or Niko. In my mind, you were nothing but a pawn for some old, rich guys. I don’t want the forgiveness you offered, because I don’t deserve it.”
She put her hand over her face, covering it completely from me. I lowered my voice and stood, sitting on the edge of the bed. “I understand what it’s like to have something taken from you that you didn’t offer. Someone close to me betrayed my trust and—”
She sat up in the bed and glared at me. My words died in my throat as she started speaking. “So you what? Thought it was okay to do the same to those around you? Put me into a position I couldn’t refuse, even if I wanted to. Thought it was fine to blackmail me every time you touched me? Break your promises? Lie? Did you think any of this would make what you did any better? I should have done more than put shrimp in your vents.”
Anger poured off her as the words tumbled out of her mouth. I deserved everything she said to me. She laughed even though tears fell down her cheeks. “I’m so mad at the world right now. You’re the least of my problems. Ask me what I’m angry about, Cam.” When I didn’t answer, she got louder. “Ask me.”
I laced our fingers together, and her lips pressed into a thin line. “What are you mad about?”
Her nails bit into my skin, a small act of retaliation for my touching her. “I’m pissed that you thought I was caught up with the Order and would willingly marry someone like the dean. I’m pissed that I let you treat me that way for so long. I’m pissed that I thought death would change anything, that it was my ticket out of Hell. I’m angry that the man I thought was my father abused me.” She let out another laugh. “Oh, that’s right, because he isn’t my father.”
When her chest shook with a silent sob, I pulled her against me and cradled her against my body, not saying a word. Someone knocked on the door, ruining our moment, and a nurse walked in, followed by none other than Abraham Wells. He sneered at me, and I gave him the middle finger. The nurse’s eyes grew wide from the display. She looked between the two of us. “Ms. Spencer, your fiancé is here to see you. I was simply stepping in to see if you needed anything.”
“He isn’t her anything,” I bit out. Everyone in this town turned a blind eye to men of power. When was the last time you saw a nineteen-year-old willingly marry a man old enough to be her father? It only happened in certain cases. Things like child brides from cults or sugar babies hoping the man would die soon and they would inherit millions.
She pulled away from me and shook her head, trying to silence me. “It’s fine.”
I gazed down at her. “It’s not fine. You don’t have to pretend like it is.”
She huffed out a breath and looked away from me. “Don’t pretend like you care now.” I couldn’t argue with what she said. It mimicked something she’d put in the letter lying in my pocket. “I’m so sorry. I didn’t catch your name earlier. Is there any way you can ask the doctor when I’m allowed to go home?”
The nurse’s mouth opened and then closed before she nodded. “Of course I can. Anything else?”
“Yes. Please ask Mr. Barrett and Mr. Wells to leave. I’m feeling tired and should rest for a while.”
Well played, Ivy. I stood, deciding not to push her further. We had plenty of time once she got home for me to prove to her I was no longer her enemy. The look on Wells’ face was one of utter shock. I stopped next to him, within earshot of the nurse. “She’ll never marry you. I’ll make sure of it.”
Niko sat in the waiting room, a jacket laid across his torso like a blanket. “That went well,” I whispered to him.
He rolled his eyes, staring at a morning talk show on television. “What did you expect to happen? You told her she was less than the dirt on your shoes.”
“No, I don’t mean that. Abraham Wells showed up and is throwing around the fiancé card.”
His face hardened, and he brushed a thumb over his bottom lip. “Over my dead body.”
That was the one thing we all seemed to agree on, even Caleb. The night before, Trey informed us of his and the douchebag’s talk. We didn’t have concrete plans because Trey claimed he was working on something.
It was better than what my plan was. Lock Ivy in the house and kill anyone who tried to take her from us. Or there was always my favorite plan. Kill everyone that we knew was associated with the Order. If we spread the deaths out far enough, no one would suspect a thing.
“She wants to know when she can go home,” I said as an offhand comment.
Niko’s jaw clenched. “For some reason, I doubt they’ll let her go home today. I expect them to put her on a psych hold for at least seventy-two hours.”
“Same.”
I tried reaching for his hand to comfort him, but he jerked away from me. “Don’t think I’ve forgiven you just because I’m speaking to you. I haven’t. I’m only doing this for Ivy.”
My chest grew tight at his words. I hadn’t expected forgiveness from Ivy, but I had thought Niko would be different. He had been my best friend since before high school. We had practically raised our siblings together. We had slept in the same bed and scrounged together meals. He was the person who I was closest to in the entire world.
Not knowing what to do, I gave him a small smile before standing and walking out of the room. As I wandered the hospital halls, I thought about how I would fix things.
With Niko. With Ivy. With Trey. Hell, even my sister. We hadn’t told her what happened yet, but once she found out, it would devastate her. She had tried the same thing after her abuse at Thomas Spencer’s hands, and history had repeated itself. 








Chapter 32

Ivy
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The monitors around me beeped, and the lights were too bright. Everything was too much. My head pounded with the remnants of whatever drugs I had taken. My chest ached with every breath I took, and my throat felt like I had swallowed glass. The skin on my arm was irritated from the IV that was still in place. 
I hopped off the hospital bed while millions of thoughts ran through my mind. I had failed at running away from Clearhaven and had managed to fail at killing myself. It was apparent that fate didn’t want me to have any peace, so I was going to make my displeasure known to those who had made my life hell.
In the top drawer of a small rolling cart, I found what I was looking for. I ripped open the packet of gauze before yanking the tape securing my IV from my skin. I pulled it out and applied pressure to the IV site to stop any bleeding.
Yesterday had obviously been a mistake, and I needed to get out of here before Abraham Wells showed back up. Fiancé. I involuntarily gagged at the thought of marrying him. For Niko’s family, I would do it, but until then, this was my life to live.
What I told Cam earlier was real and raw. I was angry at everything. That included him. That he sat on the hospital bed trying to hold my hand after everything made my blood boil.
I tore off the sticky pads clinging to my chest, attaching me to monitors, and looked around for my clothes. A fresh pair of jeans and a hoodie with Clearhaven’s logo sat in a chair nearby. I pulled them on, discarding the hospital gown they had dressed me in.
The same nurse from earlier rushed into the room, looking panicked. “Ms. Spencer, what are you doing? You should be in bed.”
I quirked up an eyebrow at her. “I feel fine. When is the doctor coming by? With or without him, I’ll be leaving in an hour.”
She gave me a disapproving frown. “Let me page him again.”
I meant every word I said. What would she do? Refuse to allow me to leave the hospital? It wasn’t the nurse’s fault. She was just doing her job, but I was agitated and restless. I didn’t trust anyone, and she was on that list.
A cup sat wrapped in plastic on the bedside table and I poured myself some water. The chair that Cam had occupied earlier in the morning was uncomfortable, but I sat there waiting, staring at the clock on the wall and sipping my water. Fifteen minutes later, a silver-haired man in his mid-fifties walked in. “Ivy, I’m so happy to see you’re feeling better. Do you mind if I sit?”
I gestured to the other chair and crossed my legs, waiting to see what he said. “I’m sure you’re aware yesterday you came to the hospital in terrible shape. For me to release you, I need to be sure you aren’t a danger to yourself, so I need to ask a few questions.”
I ran my fingers through my hair, trying to remove the knots that had formed. “Sure, go ahead.” From the look on his face, I needed to be careful with how I answered, and my anxiety ratcheted up several notches. Still, I willed my face to remain impassive.
“How often do you think about death or dying?”
More than I should and more than you’ll like the answer to. I glanced down at my nails, examining them. “No more than anyone else at this age. Who hasn’t wondered what happens afterward? Is it a void or is there a place we go?”
He pushed his silver-framed glasses up on the bridge of his nose as he wrote. “Do you think of harming yourself or trying to take your own life?”
I huffed out a small laugh, the wheels in my head turning. Perhaps I could use the situation to my advantage. “Listen, doc, it’s not what you think. Yesterday I wasn’t trying to take my life. Hell, I love life.” It was a blatant lie, but he wouldn’t know that. “I just took too many pills.”
The doctor’s eyes widened, and I smiled at him. “You know how it is. The overdose was completely my fault because I didn’t pace myself. I love living. College is amazing and I can’t wait to see what I’ll be doing in five years.”
He rubbed a hand across his face. “Thank you for your honesty, Ivy. I’ll have someone bring you discharge papers shortly. I’ll also include the number for a local substance abuse counselor. Consider calling them in the next few days. I really think it will be beneficial for you.” The doctor studied me for a long moment before continuing. “It’s not uncommon for people to experience mental health issues when facing major life changes. You’re a college student and getting married. There’s no shame in seeking help.”
After he left, I breathed a heavy sigh of relief. Staying in the hospital for three additional days wasn’t an option. 
[image: image-placeholder]Trey held my hand as I stepped out of the hospital into the midday sun. “How did you manage to get out?” he asked as we walked to the parking deck.
My heart dropped before I could answer when I saw a familiar woman sitting on a bench nearby. She stood, and I stopped in my tracks, my feet refusing to move. “Mr. Harrison, I need to speak to my niece. Alone.”
“Why are you here?” I asked her.
She sneered at me, her expression twisting into something ugly. “Ivy, I’m technically your next of kin. Didn’t you realize they would call me?”
Trey’s grip on me grew tighter, and he smirked at her. “Anything you say to her, she’ll tell me, Regina. I’m just curious. How long did it take to get the smell of piss out of your comforter?”
She rolled her eyes at him. “Fine, I guess you can stay to hear what I have to say. Abraham Wells sends his regards and your stunt hasn’t gone unnoticed.” The world around me narrowed as she continued speaking. “If you try to do something like this again, or find a loophole out of your engagement, I will personally ensure that both of Nikolai Stone’s siblings end up in foster care. Oh, and Maya Barrett. Maya and Katya would make excellent additions to the Gilded Lily, especially since Olya is no longer with us.”
A pang of sadness shot through me at the mention of Olya. She had been a lifeline for me during a dark time. My aunt reached out and tucked a stray hair out of my face. “And Wells wanted to give you the message that if you spread any rumors about him, he’ll cut out your tongue.”
Angry tears flooded my vision, and I slapped her before I could stop myself. “Fuck you, Regina. I’ll marry him, but leave everyone else out of this.” I couldn’t allow anyone else to suffer. They had all been through enough.
She placed a hand against her cheek and glared at me. “One piece of advice. Be careful with who you trust.”
Trey stared daggers at her as she walked off. “I can not wait to kill that bitch,” he muttered before tugging me toward where Niko was waiting for us. I was certifiably losing it because his words made me laugh. The anger from moments ago dissolved as warmth spread through my chest. “Does Niko know what they’re threatening and why you’ve agreed to this?”
I shook my head, waiting to open the car door and lowering my voice. “No, and I don’t want you to tell him.”
Trey locked eyes with me and sighed as he climbed into the car. He hadn’t agreed, and I hoped he was good at keeping secrets. I would tell Niko eventually, but for right now, I wanted to enjoy the little freedom I had left.  








Chapter 33

Cam
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The metal on the hood of Niko’s car was cold beneath my skin despite my hoodie, and the alcohol thrumming in my veins made my face feel numb. Ivy came back to the house hours ago with Niko and Trey, but refused to speak to me. Whatever. Niko still wasn’t speaking to me, either. 
At some point, I would have to prove to both of them I was remorseful for my actions or atone for the things I had done. Not tonight, though. Tonight I just wanted to get wasted and stare up at the stars.
Despite the lights lining the street, tiny pinpricks of light glowed against the night sky like hundreds of diamonds. Everything was silent except for the occasional sound of a car in the distance or the hoot of an owl. It was nearly perfect as I tipped the bottle back, allowing its contents to further numb me.
Nearly perfect. The only thing that would make it better is if things hadn’t gone the way they had this week. I was so fucking clueless and blind. How could I not have known? Ivy was bad enough, but Niko? How had he kept everything hidden from me? We spent every day together and yet somehow there were still secrets between us.
A car rumbled down the street, its volume increasing as it grew closer. I turned my head to see who it was when the engine cut off and clenched my jaw. The annoying bright yellow car parked along the curb beside the house.
Fuck no. There was no way in hell I was going to let him see her. I didn’t care what the note burning a hole in my pocket said. Both of us were pieces of shit and she didn’t need to deal with him tonight.
I struggled to sit up and dropped the bottle on the ground near the car. As soon as Caleb exited his vehicle, I yelled, “What the fuck are you doing here?”
He rolled his eyes at me and irritation flickered inside of me. A fight between the two of us had been brewing for a while. It was completely unreasonable, but I didn’t trust the prick even if everyone else seemed to now. They must have forgotten he was associated with the Order, even if he didn’t want to be. How could we know he wouldn’t deliver Ivy to them?
I stalked up to him and grabbed his collar. “You didn’t answer my question. Why. Are. You. Here?”
He shoved my shoulders, and I staggered back, trying to catch my balance. “You know why I’m here. I just want to check on Ivy.”
My lip curled into a sneer. “You don’t get to check on her. I’m not sure why you care, but stay away from her.”
His lips twisted with amusement and he stepped close, his chest brushing against mine. “I don’t get to check on her? Pot meet kettle. Can you hear the hypocrisy? I don’t need your permission, Cam, and I’m done letting other people dictate how I should feel.”
Without warning, I launched myself at him. It was foolish given my injuries, but felt right. Caleb slipped to the side, but not fast enough. We tumbled to the ground with me on top. He tried to push at me, but I was too heavy. I punched him in the jaw, my knuckles slamming into his cheekbone.
Rage rushed through me, urging me on. This was what I needed. My fight with Niko hadn’t been enough to quell the feeling that had been building inside of me.
The alcohol I had drank earlier in the evening made my reaction time slow and my reflexes sluggish. Caleb rolled me over onto my back and placed his hands around my neck, squeezing. His nostrils flared, and he yelled, “You don’t know anything about me! Hell, I doubt you know anything about your little ghost. What’s her favorite color or her favorite food? What’s her favorite book? What does she want out of life?”
Dark spots danced along my vision and he released his grip long enough to land his own punch. I shoved the heel of my palm into his nose with enough force that I felt a crunch right as Ivy’s voice cut through the night. “Stop it! Both of you, stop it!”
The strangled sound of her voice gave us pause as blood trickled down Caleb’s face. Sirens echoed in the neighborhood and Niko flung open the front door. “Both of you get inside now. You’re idiots. Apparently, someone called the cops because the two of you can’t get your shit together.”
Caleb stood and offered me his hand. I slapped it away as we disappeared inside of the house past Ivy. The look of disappointment on her face was almost too much for me to take.
My sister, who had been sitting in the living room with Katya painting her nails, gave me a sad look but said nothing.
Trey was sitting in a chair opposite them with a notebook giving us a quick once over. “The two of you need to get cleaned up. The cops are going to want to speak to you and as of right now, both of you look like hell.”
I walked into the bathroom and pulled out two washcloths, handing one to the rich asshole who was standing beside me. Quickly, we both cleaned our wounds as my heart hammered in my chest. My wound from the bullet screamed, but after a quick glance everything seemed intact, at least externally. I would have to text Angel later to see what signs I should look out for.
The front door was cracked, and muffled voices filtered inside. “Are you certain there is no domestic disturbance? The neighbors seemed adamant that there were two men fighting in the front yard.” The male voice was familiar, and I inched closer to see who it was.
Caleb grabbed my wrist and mouthed “no” at me. I jerked my wrist away to reiterate that we weren’t friends or allies just because we were caught in this predicament together.
Ivy’s voice drifted into the house. “I’m sorry for any confusion, Detective. As you can see, no one is fighting.”
“Did you give any more thought to what I asked?”
Niko was the one who responded. “Look, you’ve asked both of us and we don’t know what you’re talking about. It’s a shame that they went missing, but maybe they really skipped town. Ivy has been under the weather and needs to rest.”
After several moments, the front door closed, and Trey glared at everyone. “We need to have a long discussion. Where is Sergei?”
Niko lifted one shoulder. “He said that he had a group project for school and wouldn’t be home until later.”
Sergei had been staying out late claiming that he had school projects, but somehow his excuses didn’t ring true. I’d seen him hanging around some of the younger members of the Forsaken and it unsettled me. If he joined, it would devastate Niko. We’d sacrificed everything to ensure that our siblings didn’t have to make the same choices we did.
“Fine,” Trey sighed, putting the notebook down on the coffee table. “The last thing we need is for the cops to insert themselves further into our lives. From now on, no more fighting. If you need to fight, sign up for the ring or take it to a boxing gym. This is our home and everyone is going to act like it.” He gave me a pointed look. “That means if someone else has a visitor you don’t like, especially Caleb, keep your mouth shut. Your opinion isn’t needed on everything.”
I let out a deep sigh and tipped my chin up in acknowledgment. We didn’t need the cops involved, but I didn’t have to like the fact that Caleb was inside of our house. Ivy laced her fingers with Caleb’s and I ducked my head, choosing not to watch the two of them together. Whatever was between them wasn’t my business.
[image: image-placeholder]Later that night, Niko climbed into bed next to me for the first time in weeks. The silence between us was stifling as he sat stiffly against his pillow, careful not to touch me. “I know you’re still awake. You can’t flip a switch and go from hating her to trying to protect her.”
I turned onto my side and stared out the window, not knowing what to say. “Why aren’t you in bed with her?” I asked, trying to ignore the pain in my abdomen. Fighting with Caleb had been a mistake for more than one reason. 
“Caleb left a while ago.” He answered my unspoken question of whether she chose to stay with Caleb over one of us while ignoring what I had asked.
Sleep evaded me as I thought about his words and wondered what I should do. Niko was wrong. I couldn’t flip a switch or wave a magic wand to make everything right again, but I could try to protect her. Now that football was firmly off of my calendar for the rest of the academic year, I had plenty of time. I’d follow the no-fighting rule in the house, even if I didn’t want to, and I would learn to tolerate Caleb–at least until he showed his true colors.
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Ivy
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Caleb sat against my pillows and gestured for me to join him. I didn’t exactly trust him yet, but I was too tired to argue. Between the confrontation with my aunt, his fight with Cam, and dealing with the cops, exhaustion clung to me. I crawled toward him and laid my head on his lap. 
His fingers combed through my hair and my eyes grew heavy. “I read your letter.” I didn’t respond because I assumed that they all had. Rosalyn had probably written me fifty text messages, but I hadn’t asked for my phone yet. I wasn’t ready to talk to anyone.
His voice cracked as he talked. “I’m sorry for everything, princess. I should have been honest with you before now, but I didn’t want you caught up in my world. Deep down, I had hoped you’d run away and never look back.”
I closed my eyes and enjoyed the warmth of his body against mine. “No more secrets or half-truths between us. I was born into this world the same way you were.”
He hummed in agreement. “There’s still time, you know.”
I turned my head to look up at him. A smile graced his lips, and his eyes shone with determination. My heart dropped when I realized what that look meant. He was going to make a plan to escape. “We can’t.”
His face fell, and I did the only thing I could think to do that would stop his questions. I reached for his face and pulled him closer, pressing my lips against his. Sparks danced under my skin as our mouths met. What started as a tender moment lined with desperation quickly morphed into something else. The kiss was gentle at first, but then his tongue delved into my mouth, battling mine until I was breathless.
His fingers tangled in my hair, and he pulled me closer, deepening our kiss. He tasted like cinnamon gum and my heart beat faster as I clung to him. He cradled my jaw as he pulled back. “I know what you are trying to do, Ivy, and you’re an excellent distraction. We still have things we need to discuss.”
I groaned, flopping back against the bed. “I’ve talked enough today, Caleb. No more discussions. Whatever it is can wait until tomorrow.”
His fingers traced my bottom lip, and he closed his eyes. “Fine. Promise me we’ll talk soon then.”
I nodded, even though I didn’t want to talk about it. “Soon. Stay with me while I fall asleep?”
We both shifted in the bed and his arms wrapped around me, enveloping me in his warmth, and I melted against him. My eyes were like cement as his fingers moved in soft circles against my back. His breath feathered against the shell of my ear. “I promise that from now on, I won’t hide anything from you. Trust is earned and not given. I’ll prove that to you,” he murmured.
The warmth in my chest spread with his words. And like that, there were no more secrets, no more lies. At least between us. Even if it was painful, I wasn’t ready to tell anyone why I would go ahead with the plan to marry Wells, but soon I would. I had to.
I drifted off into a heavy, dreamless sleep and when I woke up the following day, he was gone, a cover tucked gently around my body. The sun rose, reminding me that no matter what had happened, I still had a few weeks left of classes. Even if my entire life was falling apart, that was why I was here–to get an education.
In a few months, I probably wouldn’t need one. It was doubtful that Stepford wives needed job skills. I would need to dress the way every wealthy woman I had met dressed, smile, nod, have my husband’s children, and attend charity dinners, all while slowly dying inside. Sounded perfect.
Still, I bumbled out from beneath my blankets and dug through the bag of clothes that Trey had left for me. After pulling out something that looked mildly acceptable for classes, I disappeared into the shower, lost in my thoughts. I went through my typical morning routine like nothing had changed when, in reality, everything had.
Cam stood beside the stove, sipping a cup of coffee and making an omelet. “Sit down and I’ll make you breakfast.”
His tone was almost gentle, at odds with every other encounter we’d ever had. Well, except at the hospital. Things had been weird between us since then, and I wasn’t sure how to act or what to say. I sat on the wooden chair as he poured me a cup of coffee, added milk and a spoonful of sugar without asking me.
He knew how I liked my coffee, which further confused me. Supposedly, he had been hell bent on breaking me and forcing me to leave town. He hummed softly to himself as he worked, whisking eggs and chopping vegetables. I blew across my coffee, watching as he placed two pieces of bread into a toaster.
I was seeing another side of Cam–one typically hidden behind the anger and bitterness he carried with him. After everything was plated, he sat it in front of me. “Thank you,” I murmured, unsure of what else to say. I was unsure about everything between us and didn’t know what to think of him cooking for me.
He simply nodded and sat down next to me. His voice was gruff when he spoke. “I’m sorry about last night.”
Sorry. It was a word I had heard approximately 700 times in the past twenty-four hours. I shoveled a bite of food into my mouth and suppressed a moan. It was really good. “No more apologies,” I said around a bite. “I can’t take anymore. Honestly, you confuse me. Why are you making me breakfast and pouring me coffee now?”
His eyes narrowed, and his fingers gripped my chin tightly. “Because I was an idiot and I have no idea how to fix us. Because you were always mine and I was too foolish to see it.” He gently pressed a kiss to my forehead. “I’m going to get dressed. Be ready in twenty minutes.” He stalked off, leaving me to eat my breakfast alone.
The rest of the day was more of the same. Each of the guys ensured I was taken care of, handling me like I was something precious and fragile. Anytime anyone stood too close to me, Trey glared at them. Caleb sat with me in the one class we shared, holding my hand beneath the table. Cam pursed his lips but said nothing when he saw Caleb carrying my bag. And it was almost like Niko needed to touch me to breathe.
I went from being nothing more than a pretty plaything to break to being the object of their attention. It was all too much, too soon.
At lunch, Niko handed me my phone, mumbling something about how he knew I would need it. More than likely, it was because Trey wanted a way to track me. When I powered it on, I had forty-three texts from Rosalyn and one from an unknown number. I skimmed through each of them.
Ros: I’m glad you’re okay.
Ros: Bitch, where are you? Answer your phone.
Ros: Please don’t tell me they have dickmatized you already.
Ros: FFS. They have, haven’t they?
Ros: You almost died and you’re already having an orgy.
Ros: What happened to us being ghost besties? You’re a hoe.
Ros: I’m finding a new ghost best friend for real.
I laughed as I typed back to her.
Me: I’m a terrible ghost best friend. No orgies yet.
Ros: Good. Because I need details. It’s what friends do. Overshare.
I sent back some laughing emojis and looked at the text from an unknown number.
Unknown: Remember our deal, little lamb. I’ll let you keep your friends for now, but soon you’ll be mine.
Me: How could I forget? Fuck off and forget this number. You’ll get what you want.
The good mood I had been in moments ago evaporated and I deleted the messages from Wells. I had said no secrets, but I didn’t want to deal with that situation. I would tell them soon. All I wanted was a few weeks of memories to last for the rest of my lifetime. Memories that didn’t involve that creep. 








Chapter 35

Trey
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Luckie sat beside me at my desk, and I grinned at him, picking him up. “We did it, Luckie. Just me and you.” The small rubber duck didn’t respond–not like I had ever expected him to. I could be unhinged, but I never expected inanimate objects to speak to me. A can of energy drink sat beside me and I popped it open in celebration. 
My program was done. It had been a week since I’d found Ivy laying across her bed, not breathing. A week after, every time I closed my eyes, I saw her blue lips and replayed pushing on her chest, hoping that she would breathe. She seemed like she was doing fine now, but I couldn’t sleep.
I didn’t exactly sleep before.
During the day, we all kept an eye on Ivy, waiting to see what would happen next. It was almost as if we were waiting for a shadow to creep in and steal her away at night. In the evenings she would talk to Maya and Katya or listen to Niko play guitar. That was when I felt comfortable enough to escape and work on my project.
I needed to find a way to put the program on Abraham Wells’ phone. Potentially some of the other Order members as well. It would require Caleb’s help to identify members, but I could convince him, especially if it dealt with Ivy.
I chugged half of my energy drink while my finger hovered over the email on my phone. The DNA results I had been waiting for came back. They had the potential to answer questions that were troubling me, but I wasn’t certain if I was prepared to know everything just yet.
Vodka would have been a better drink of choice to calm my nerves. Taking a deep breath, I hit the icon and opened the email in question.
To Whom It May Concern:
Attached, you will find the results you were inquiring about. If you should ever need assistance in the future, please contact us.
Aspire Laboratories
The service I had paid for promised to compile DNA test results from law enforcement, military agencies, medical facilities, and home genetics testing. I skimmed through the results and my mouth fell open. Some names were familiar and others were not.
Wayne Ayers - 49.93% match.
Frances Jones - 24.47% match.
Rhyker Jones - 24.97% match.
Hunter Nicholson - 24.72% match.
Frances Jones, aka Frankie, was related to Ivy. According to the percentages, there was no way that she was her mother, but more than a decade ago, Frankie’s daughter had disappeared.
I pounded the rest of the drink and threw the can into a box I was using for trash beside my desk. I typed in the name Wayne Ayers and waited for the search results, clicking on the first article I found: Billionaire Philanthropist Missing, Presumed Dead. I scanned the words.
Apparently Ayers was a self made man and one of Strathmore’s elite. He missed a business meeting, and no one had been able to contact him in over six months. I laughed to myself wondering who he pissed off. A man like that would be idiotic not to have security with him twenty-four-seven.
I typed in the other unknown on the list. Hunter Nicholson. There were a few pictures of him from charity galas, but the majority of his information was on Jupiter Financial’s website. I did some quick math, trying to decipher how Hunter could be related to Ivy. He appeared too young to be her grandfather. Was he her uncle or her half-brother?
It was funny to me that Ivy had lived in Strathmore for that long and never knew she was related to either of these people. Her life would have been entirely different if she had known. Would she have ever moved to Clearhaven?
I needed to tell Ivy about my discovery. She was probably going to be pissed, but she deserved to know what I had found out. My phone vibrated in my hand and I glanced down.
Caleb: How is Ivy?
I appreciated Caleb’s help, and I would fight for his right to see our girl, but times like this made me want to stab him.
Me: Stop being a pussy and ask her yourself, asshole.
Me: You have her number.
Me: Also, tomorrow I need a favor from you.
I laid my phone down and exited my room, ready to rip the bandage off and tell Ivy about the test results. I knew I had over stepped but it was what she needed. Without thinking, I pulled open the door to her room.
Ivy was sprawled across the mattress, completely bare, her head hanging off the side. Niko hovered over her, his pants around his ankles as his hips rocked against her mouth. He turned his head towards me. “Do you need something? You can either leave or join us. Either way, close the door.”
My eyes raked over Ivy’s body, taking in her pale skin and how her hand had disappeared between her thighs. Her eyes were closed, and she was lost to her own pleasure as her cheeks hollowed out.
It took me less than two seconds to make my decision. “Fuck it,” I mumbled to myself as I kicked off my shoes and tore my shirt over my head. Telling her about her newfound family could wait.
I crawled across the mattress and took her hand that had been hidden, pulling it up to my mouth. Her fingers glistened from her arousal and gently I sucked each one into my mouth, cleaning them. “You don’t get to come until I tell you to,” I murmured.
Her eyes fluttered open, and I held her gaze as I dipped my head down, taking one of her hardened nipples in my mouth. Her back arched into me as I grazed my teeth across her sensitive nub. I fished my knife out of my pocket, flicking it open. I wouldn’t hurt her–not tonight–but I would give her what only I could.
Slowly, I trailed the tip of the knife across her skin, starting at the column of her throat and trailing it down between her breasts. I traced along her nipple, careful not to cut her yet. She whimpered against Niko’s cock, and he slowed his thrusts. I dragged the blade of the knife along the swell of her breasts before leading it lower.
Once it reached the curve of her hip, I pressed down just enough to draw blood. The scarlet droplets pooled on her skin and I leaned down, licking across her flesh. The coppery liquid coated my tongue, and I sucked, letting my teeth bite into her skin. Her blood was almost as sweet as her perfect cunt.
Her hips rolled upward, seeking friction of some type, and I chuckled. I placed the knife at her knee and allowed it to drift slowly upwards, careful not to touch the wound on the inside of her thigh. One of her hands dug into Niko’s ass, holding on for dear life, and the other wound into my hair. Her fingers twisted in my hair to the point of pain as she tugged, begging me to give her relief.
I bit her hip beside the cut I had given her hard enough to leave a mark. Niko pulled his dick out of her mouth with a pop and laid on her opposite side. Her voice was raspy and thick with desire when she finally spoke. “Please.”
“Let us take care of you,” Niko whispered against the base of her throat before he licked a path along her skin, pressing his lips against hers. His hand engulfed her breast, squeezing, and I brushed the knife against her lower lips, teasing her. I shifted, pushing her legs apart.
Her pussy shined from how worked up she was, and her clit was swollen. Every inch of her was beautiful, and I wanted to taste her before I sank inside of her. I inserted the tip of the hilt inside of her as I flicked my tongue against the sensitive nub. Her grip tightened on me with every pass of my mouth. I slowly thrust the hilt of the knife into her.
Her skin was flushed pink as Niko bit and sucked the skin beneath her ear. Her chest rose and fell quickly, the rosy buds of her nipples on display for us. I sucked her clit into my mouth, savoring the saltiness of her taste, and her muscles tensed. An orgasm ripped through her body and Niko placed his hand over her mouth, stifling her cries as she shook against the mattress.
Instead of stopping, I kept going. Her thighs clamped down around my head, and I alternated between licking and sucking. Waves of pleasure hit her. Her eyes were tightly closed and beads of sweat formed along her body. Finally, when she lay limply against the bed, I wiped my face and smirked at Niko. His hand was slowly stroking his shaft as he leisurely traced his tongue around her areola. “I think it’s our turn.”
I removed the handle of the knife from her pussy and placed it on the bedside table before pushing my jeans down my thighs.
“How do you want to do this?” he asked against her skin.
I had an idea. I would ensure that by the time we were done with her, there was no room for her nightmares to creep in.
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Ivy
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My body was boneless from the orgasms that Trey had given me. He’d never used his mouth on me before and it was something that I had obviously missed out on. I hadn’t considered death via oral sex as an option, but if it was, I would gladly sign up. 
Niko shifted on the bed, laying his head against my pillows. He hooked his fingers at me, beckoning for me to come closer. When Trey had uttered that it was their turn, I had assumed they would jack off on my breasts or use my mouth, but that wasn’t the case.
Somehow, I crawled over to Niko and straddled him. One hand cupped my jaw and the other dug into my hip. His pierced cock was laying heavy against my stomach, a bead of pre-cum leaking from it. Niko’s lips brushed against mine, his tongue dipping inside to explore me.
Slowly, my body ignited again as Trey knelt behind me, his hands gripping my ass. He kissed down the back of my neck softly, sending goose bumps cascading across my skin. His lips trailed the lobe of my ear and he whispered, “Trust me.”
I rolled my hips against Niko, his cock grazing against my clit, and he wrapped a hand around my throat. He didn’t squeeze, but its placement spurred me on. It felt possessive and controlling, two things that I should have hated. He rocked his hips beneath me, and his shaft slipped in as Trey sucked along the skin on my neck.
Tomorrow I would have marks, bruises, and cuts adorning my body that not even makeup could hide, but I didn’t care. All I wanted was them. Trey’s cock settled between the cheeks of my ass as he reached around, making soft circles against my clit. Niko allowed me to set the rhythm and use his body how I wanted, but deep down, I knew that was temporary.
A sharp sting of pain erupted against my spine, and I hissed at the sensation. Warm liquid spread across my skin, and Trey’s hand touched the wound before vanishing from my flesh. I looked over my shoulder to see what he was doing.
My blood covered his hand as he stroked his cock. Up and down. It was beautiful, almost mesmerizing. Without warning, he pressed down between my shoulder blades, forcing mine and Niko’s bodies together. Niko shallowly thrust beneath me as Trey circled my ass. 
Slowly, he dipped a finger inside. I captured my lip between my teeth, trying to focus on the feeling on my clit instead of the burn from being stretched. “Just relax,” Niko told me, brushing hair from my face. His lips feathered against mine.
At first, it was uncomfortable being stretched as he worked in and out of the tight hole, but as he added a second. And then a third. The pain morphed into pleasure as the two of them pumped inside of me. The tightness low in my abdomen coiled, and I moaned.
Suddenly, the intrusion from Trey was gone, and I wondered why. I glanced at him and he gave me a wink as he nudged the head of his cock against my ass. He pushed himself into me an inch and I gasped.
His fingers hadn’t prepared me for his dick. With each rock of his hips, he sank in an inch further until he was fully seated. He pressed gentle kisses along my back as his fingers sped up. “I’m going to fuck you like I hate you now, new girl,” he said, nipping along my shoulder.
Together, he and Niko found a rhythm as they thrust, pushing and pulling me between the two of them. Niko pinched at my nipples as Trey pistoned into me from behind. It was like nothing I had ever experienced before. I was impossibly full as they used me, and for the first time in forever, I thought of nothing. All I could do was feel. Their touches branded me and I shuddered as they hit spots inside of me I could never find.
The orgasm that had been building coursed through my body like wildfire and I cried out, digging my nails into Niko’s back, trying to tether myself to something. Tears streamed down my cheeks and my teeth sank into his shoulder as I attempted to muffle my cries, knowing that there were other people in the house. The intensity increased as we moved in perfect unison.
My vision darkened as they pumped into me, their touches never relenting. Niko’s face contorted and his muscles tightened as he came, warm liquid filling inside of me. He wrapped his arms around me, holding me tenderly while Trey pushed inside of me one last time.
Trey pulled out and collapsed beside us. The sound of our breaths filled the air and my thighs were coated in stickiness. He stroked my bottom lip with his thumb. “How are you feeling now, new girl?” I gave him a sleepy smile and yawned. No words were needed to describe the level of content I felt, even though in the morning I would feel like hell.
“We should probably help her clean up,” Niko rumbled.
Trey rolled his eyes and pulled me from Niko’s arms to lie beside him. He pushed open my thighs and pressed a finger inside my tender pussy. “Not yet. I want her filled with our cum as long as possible.”
Niko stared at him, his hands roaming my body. “Why did you originally come in?”
Trey huffed out a laugh. “Well, it seems like our girl has some family that she never knew about.” 
Despite my fatigue, his words piqued my attention. “Two people right here in the great town of Clearhaven and two in Strathmore.”
Suddenly, I sat up, my heart skipping a beat as the haze of my orgasm cleared. Strathmore was where I had grown up. “Who?” My need for answers outweighed my need for sleep or a shower, which was saying a lot, considering the fact I was covered in bodily fluids.
Trey ran a hand through his hair. “Which names do you want first? The people you know or the people you don’t?”
My eyes grew wide, and I crossed my arms over my body, hugging myself. “I guess the people I don’t.”
“Wayne Ayers and Hunter Nicholson.”
An alarm sounded in the recesses of my mind. I had heard both names before. They had attended charity balls with my father, but I had never spoken with them. “How am I related to them?”
Trey stood and grabbed his pants, pulling them on but leaving them unbuttoned. “It seems like Wayne Ayers is your biological father. Hunter is your uncle or your half-brother. Wayne has been missing for months, so you don’t have to worry about him.”
Bile rose in my throat at the memory of Regina’s words. Hours after labor, she was dead from a gunshot wound to the head. Even if Wayne Ayers hadn’t pulled the trigger, he was responsible for my mother’s death. The mother I would never know. And if Hunter was related to him, either as his son or his brother, I wasn’t sure that I wanted to meet him.
“Fine,” I uttered. “Tell me who I know.”
Trey’s lips lifted and amusement danced in his eyes. “Seems like Frankie is your grandma and Rhyker is your brother–he isn’t quite old enough to be your uncle.”
Shock. That was the only way to describe how I felt. Once she told me that I reminded her of someone else. Could it have been my mother?
Niko sprang up like I shot him. “Wait, Frankie only had one child, right?”
Trey nodded and leaned back against the door. “Yep. Trinity, who went missing almost two decades ago.”
I scooted to the edge of the bed, grabbing the sheet and winding it around me. “I need a shower and some time to think. Alone.”
My thoughts raced at a million miles an hour as I turned on the faucet. The words from my aunt’s story clawed at my brain. My grandmother was Frankie. At least I knew I could trust her. She was one of the few people in Clearhaven that I could. But what was I supposed to say to her? “Hi, I’m your long-lost granddaughter.” Or, “Hey, I’m the reason your daughter was brutally murdered.”
Would she welcome me with open arms, or would her opinion of me change when she realized who I was?
It was too late to call her and ask if I could talk to her. Plus, I had already missed enough classes between being kidnapped and my suicide attempt. Whatever conversation we needed to have would have to wait until tomorrow afternoon.
After I finished showering and getting dressed, I walked into the kitchen, following the scent of food. That was one advantage of being sober. I was actually hungry now, even when my stomach was a bundle of nerves. An aluminum pan piled with pizza rolls, fries, and cheese sticks was sitting on top of the stove. Briefly, I wondered how in the world any of the guys stayed in shape between alcohol, energy drinks, and junk food.
I walked to the table, and Trey pulled me into his lap, shoving a fry into my face. “I thought you might be hungry, so I prepared the finest snacks. We might even have something in the refrigerator if you want fruit.”
I pushed at his shoulder but opened my mouth to accept the fry. He was trying to care for me the only way he knew how. I chewed the food slowly and then sighed. “How do you think Frankie is going to take it?”
He shoved a pizza roll in my direction. “I think Frankie is going to be thrilled. Eat up because you’re going to need the energy. I’m going to fuck you until you pass out so you actually sleep.”
The feeling between my legs told me I should tell him no, but my heart sped up at his words. I already knew what decision my body was going to make. 
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The following day, I was awake before my alarm went off. After discovering the truth about my past, my nightmares vanished, but even the security of the men wrapped around my body couldn’t stop my mind from racing. Carefully, I lifted Niko’s arm off of me and slid to the bottom of the bed, trying not to wake him or Trey. 
Trey hadn’t been joking about fucking me until I passed out, and every muscle screamed when I moved. It was fine. I could function off of a solid three hours of sleep, even if they couldn’t. Besides, they had caffeine to keep them awake.
When I entered the kitchen, Maya and Katya were eating bowls of cereal, each looking worse for the wear. Mornings were hard. I grabbed a bowl and poured whatever was in the box on the table into it, sitting beside them. They both attempted what looked like a smile as they shoved food into their mouths.
Katya was the one who spoke up. “So, which one of them are you with, exactly?”
My mouth opened, but I wasn’t sure how to answer. All of them? None of them? If I had to pick, could I? What we had started out as a crazy night in the woods fueled by drugs, alcohol, and hormones, but it had somehow shifted, especially in the past few weeks.
“Umm, I don’t know.” It was the best answer I could give them.
Cam strolled into the kitchen, glaring at the teenage girls. “It’s none of your business. What you need to be worried about is pulling that AP History grade up before winter break.”
I narrowed my eyes at him. “Don’t be rude to her, asshole. She just wanted to know.”
His scowl deepened, and the corner of his lips lifted. “Fine. She’s with all of us. There’s a fourth guy too. Now finish your cereal, so you aren’t late for the bus again.”
I didn’t have time for Cam’s attitude or whatever his deal was in the morning, so I pulled out my phone and texted Ros.
Me: Bitch. I need your help. Give me a ride after classes and bring the cheapest bottle of vodka. We need to talk.
Ros: Yes to the ride and talking. Are you sure that vodka is a good idea?
It was a fair question. The answer was yes; it was a great idea. Especially after I unpacked everything for her. I’d been avoiding her long enough.
Me: Positive. I promise. Notice I didn’t ask you to bring drugs. Even if I don’t drink, you’ll want one. So will Frankie once I talk to her.
Ros: Frankie?
Me: Yep. See you after class.
[image: image-placeholder]Classes that day dragged on, and I checked my phone at least fifty times. Finally, the last one was dismissed, and I raced to the parking lot, my heart hammering in my chest. Arabella was locking her car which was parked by the sidewalk, and I took a deep breath, preparing for the worst.
I hadn’t really seen her since I was kidnapped, which made perfect sense. I hadn’t been in class very often, hadn’t attended any parties, and hadn’t been out with Caleb for obvious reasons. Still, the sight of her made my stomach lurch. I turned on my heel to walk in the opposite direction when her hand wrapped around my wrist, halting me.
“Wait, Ivy. I need to talk to you.”
Even her voice made my skin crawl as memories of the time they cut my hair flooded back to me. “We have absolutely nothing to talk about, Arabella. Don’t you have small children to torture or something?” I jerked out of her grasp just as Rosalyn ran up to me, wrapping me in a hug and squeezing me tight.
“I’m serious, Ivy. We have plenty to discuss,” she called out, but I ignored her.
Suddenly, a sharp pain shot through my head, and the tension of my scalp tightened. I turned, throwing my fist into her face. I had been through enough and was sick of everyone acting like it was their right to touch me. My hand collided with her cheek, and she staggered back. Rather than let her escape to lick her wounds, I advanced on her and landed another blow. Blood spurted out of her nose, and I shook my hand before glaring. “Never touch me again,” I gritted out before storming off.
“Bitch,” Rosalyn said under her breath as we jogged across the parking lot. “Alright, start talking.”
That was all I needed to tell her about what Trey had uncovered. The only question she asked was the one that had been lingering in my mind since this morning. “Wait. How did he even get a sample to have a DNA test done?”
I shrugged at her as I climbed into Black Betty. “No idea, but that’s a great question. Let me ask him.” My fingers flew over the keyboard, and his response was instantaneous. Bribery. Of course it was. Nothing surprised me anymore.
I had so much more to tell her. I wanted to tell her about the Gilded Lily and Olya’s kindness. How the guys had found me. About the fact I was going to marry Abraham Wells to save Maya and Katya. All of that would have to wait until after I spoke to Frankie, though.
The trip to the surf shop was too short, and when Ros parked the truck, my stomach threatened to reject the soda I had been sipping. I steeled my shoulders as I hopped down from the truck and smoothed my hair. Even though November was chilly in Clearhaven, my skin burned from anxiety.
Under any other circumstances, walking back into Frankie’s shop would have been like coming home, but this time I was worried. The fear that she would reject me still lingered. Rosalyn grabbed my hand and dragged me to the door. “It’s going to be fine. Trust me.”
Everyone around me used the phrase trust me. Even though I wanted to, common sense told me that was the last thing I should do. After the cops had drugged me, trust felt like a valuable commodity.
The bell above the door chimed as I pushed the door open. Frankie’s expression was warm, and she grinned. “I knew you would need your job back eventually.”
My palms sweated, and I rubbed them down my pants. “Yes, but that isn’t why I’m here. I need to tell you something.” With shaking hands, I pulled up the results Trey had forwarded me and pushed the phone in her direction.
Her eyes skimmed the screen, and she whistled under her breath. “Tell me what I’m looking at, girl. I need to be sure before I put my foot in my mouth.”
I cleared my throat and prayed that my voice was steady. “Supposedly, you’re my grandmother.”
The phone clattered to the ground, and she closed the distance between us, pulling me into a suffocating embrace. Her body shook against mine, and even though I couldn’t see her face, I knew she was crying. “I knew you looked like her. I just knew.”
I tapped her arm, hoping she would loosen her grip. “I’m so sorry.” It was all I could say to the woman who was squeezing the breath out of me. My birth had a heavy cost and she would never regain what she had lost.
She pulled away, wiping at her eyes. “What in the world for? This is the best news.”
“R-regina told me who my mother was and what had happened to her.”
Frankie’s gaze turned to stone. “Fuck, Regina. I should have killed her myself years ago. She’s a hypocrite.” Rosalyn coughed, trying to mask her laugh, and Frankie grinned at her. “Whole lot of them are. Now tell me. What do you need from me? Want me to threaten the boys you’ve been staying with? You could always move into the spare bedroom at the back of the house.”
I gave her a slight shake of the head. “No, things with the guys are complicated, but I’m fine. I don’t want anything from you, but I thought you should know. I have to tell you something else, but it’s a secret for now.”
She frowned at me and walked behind the cash wrap, sitting on her stool. Once she was settled, she raised her eyebrows. “Better start talking. I won’t tell a soul. Yet.”
The words spilled out of me before I could think. “I’m marrying Abraham Wells. I have to. If I don’t, they’ll take Cam and Niko’s sisters. They can’t have Maya again.”
Frankie paled and cursed under her breath. “What a shit show. We’ll find a way to stop this.”
I gave her a sad smile, the best I could manage. I had just found out I had a grandmother, but it felt like she was being ripped out of my life already.
The stockroom door opened, and Rhyker stepped out. I hadn’t realized he was inside, and I was grateful he hadn’t heard anything. That was until he smirked at me. “Welcome to the family, sister.”
Rosalyn gave him the middle finger. “Is it time for that drink yet?”
Frankie invited me to her house and offered to show me pictures of my mother. I wasn’t sure when I would take her up on that offer, but it was tempting. I wanted to see a piece of what made me who I was. Eventually. She also reassured me I had a job to come back to when I was ready.
After we left the shop, she drove us to the graveyard. It was amazing how many memories the place held for me. My breath came out in quick bursts and I tried to control it when I realized soon I wouldn’t be free to have an afternoon like this with her again. Somehow I doubted Wells would appreciate the two of us hanging out unsupervised, even if she was associated with the Order.
I laced my fingers with hers and squeezed, trying to express everything that I couldn’t say with words. We stayed until after the sun went down, sipping the bitter liquid and speaking in low tones. I told her everything that I hadn’t told anyone else. She was another piece of my soul that was being ripped into shreds. We made empty promises to find some way to stop our impending weddings, but I knew that was all they were.
Empty words meant to dull the sharp emotions warring inside our chests. 








Chapter 38

Caleb
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The cold crisp November air whirled around me as I waited beside the library, knowing that Ivy would show up at any minute. Since the night of my fight with Cam, we hadn’t spent any time together. I’d held her hand in class and sent a few texts, but that wasn’t enough. 
There were multiple reasons for my distance. First and foremost, I didn’t want to raise any suspicions with my grandfather. Until we had a solution for how to stop both of our weddings, I didn’t want any more attention on Ivy. I would willingly take any beatings doled out to me, but I didn’t want her to experience any more pain than she already had. More than she would.
As much as I didn’t want her to suffer for my actions, I also wanted to see her. I needed to touch her. The brief moments in class weren’t enough for me. I wanted to convince her to disappear with me for just a little while. To get in my car and take a drive somewhere.
Fall break was in just a few short days, and my family would sequester me away at a ski resort with Rosalyn’s for Thanksgiving. It was an annual event with mandatory attendance surrounded by my least favorite people. It was also yet another reason I wouldn’t be able to see Ivy.
My cousin Luthor had been absent, and I was curious whether he would show up. If he did, I would ensure that he didn’t make it back home. That he had put his hands on Ivy lingered in my mind. Trey had been asking about him as well. Unfortunately, neither of us had been able to track his location yet.
When I saw her approaching, her eyes cast at her feet, lost in her thoughts, my heart skipped a beat. There was a genuine possibility she would say no when I asked her what I wanted to. I gave her an easygoing smirk, which was at odds with how I felt, and grabbed her bag from her hands. “Hey, princess. What do you think of getting out of here for a little while?”
She pulled her bottom lip between her teeth before giving me a slight nod. “Sure. Let me text Trey first.”
I mentally noted that she didn’t say she would text Cam or Niko. Trey had been my biggest ally in trying to patch up my relationship with Ivy, even if he told me to stop being a pussy. She sent her text, and I put my arm around her shoulder, leading us to the parking lot. My phone buzzed in my pocket, and when I glanced at it, I smirked.
Trey: Don’t get any dumb ideas about running away. When I told you to ask her yourself, that isn’t what I meant. I’ll kill you myself if you try some shit.
Me: Don’t worry. I’ll have her back before curfew.
We got into the car, and I drove away from town, taking a right onto the highway away from everything that was haunting us. Clearhaven faded away as we traveled, and the heaviness weighing me down slowly lifted. If only this had been a few weeks ago. I pulled off the highway onto a winding country road and passed cornfields, small rundown southern churches, and long-abandoned gas stations. “Where are we going?” Ivy finally asked me as she stared out the window.
I sat back in my seat and rested my hand on her thigh. “It’s a surprise. We’re almost there.”
Finally, I turned onto a small dirt road lined by ancient oaks and pulled off to the side, cutting the engine. She looked around nervously and swallowed, her throat bobbing. “Why are we here?”
At first glance, it probably seemed like I was taking her into the woods to kill her. The setting was straight out of a horror movie. That couldn’t be further from the truth. Down a small path, the wood line opened to a fork off the Trendale River. It was secluded and somewhere my family wouldn’t find us. No one would unless they stumbled on us.
I chuckled at her and grabbed two blankets and the thermos of hot chocolate I had packed from the back seat. “Come on, and I’ll show you.”
We strolled down the dirt road until I found the path that had once been cleared. Branches and brambles had grown over portions of it from years of disuse, but it was exactly as I remembered it. In the late spring, it was beautiful, with flowering bushes and honeysuckle growing everywhere. Now the typically green plants were dead, and their leaves had mainly fallen.
Ivy’s cheeks were pink from the cold, and she shoved her hands into her pockets. I would warm her up soon. “How do you even know about this place?”
I wrapped an arm around her waist as we walked the last few yards. “My parents brought me here when I was young. My dad loved fishing and told me this was the only place he could be himself. My grandfather always had lofty expectations of everyone in the family.”
The trees gave way to the water, a palette of blues and greens that stood out against the barren landscape, reflecting the trees at us. It was quiet except for the sound of the wind rustling through the brush, the occasional chirp of a bird, and the river trickling by. This time of the year, it would be too cold to wade in, but perhaps one day we would come back. All I had to hold on to at that point was hope.
Ivy’s breath caught as she stared, her muscles relaxing, and I spread a blanket on the ground. When I sat, I gestured for her to join me and pulled the other around us, sheltering us from the damp ground. Even an hour away from Clearhaven, the humidity sank into your skin.
Ivy’s head rested on my shoulder as I passed her the thermos of hot chocolate. Sitting beside the water, it felt like there was no one other than us in the world, soaking up everything like it might be our last moments together. Ivy grabbed my hand as she sipped the rich liquid, her grip tight like she thought I would vanish.
Neither of us needed words for me to understand what she wanted to say. I tipped her chin up with my fingers to look into her eyes, which were slightly glassy from either the chill or the emotions rolling inside us. We were on borrowed time.
Gently I pressed my lips to hers, just wanting to feel the flutter of her breath on my skin, and knowing that this could be one of the last times we were alone like this. Unless something changed, our future would consist of stolen glances and kisses in the dark.
My fingers tangled in her hair, and I pulled her closer. She melted against my body, the hot chocolate long forgotten as our kiss deepened. The intensity between us increased as I wrapped my arms around her, not wanting to let her go. Our kiss was desperate as she parted her lips, letting me delve inside.
Nothing else mattered as I laid back onto the blanket, taking Ivy with me. The ground was cold, but my body shivered excitedly, my cock hard against my zipper. I hadn’t carried her to the middle of nowhere to fuck her, but all I could focus on was sinking inside her.
Once upon a time, I told Ivy that when I finally had her, I would lay her on a mattress and take my time. Unfortunately, time was running out between us, and I wanted her. I would never stop fighting for her, even with all the baggage between us.
She pressed her body against mine and whimpered as I sucked her bottom lip into my mouth. “What are we doing?” she whispered as my hands touched the soft skin beneath her shirt.
I wanted to explore every dip and curve of her body with my hands and mouth. My hand cupped one of her breasts, shielded from me by her bra, and I tugged down the cup. I couldn’t see what it looked like between the blanket and her jacket, but I could feel it. Her nipple hardened beneath my palm, and I traced along it before gently pulling. “I can’t stand the idea of spending the rest of my life not knowing what you feel like or how you sound when you come,” I confessed in her ear.
Leisurely, I brushed my tongue along the shell of her ear and nipped as I moved to her other breast. Her eyes flickered closed as she let herself enjoy my touch. My hands traveled downward as I placed a kiss on the column of her neck, sucking the skin hard enough to mark her for everyone to see. I reached into the waistband of her pants and flicked open the button, pausing for a moment.
“How wet are you for me, princess? Are your panties already soaked, knowing what I’ll do to you?” I dipped my fingers beneath the fabric, trailing them slowly through her folds. She was warm and wet perfection.
Her hand reached for me, and her fingers fumbled as she tried to unbutton my pants. Once she finally set me free, her hand wrapped around my aching cock. How long had I dreamed of this moment? It was better than every fantasy I had.
Ivy’s touch was gentle as her hand glided up and down my shaft, stopping to brush circles around my crown with her thumb. I groaned into her neck and ground against her hand, trying to pace myself despite wanting more.
My lips devoured her as I pushed two fingers inside her, using my palm to rub against her clit. “So fucking tight,” I muttered as shivers ran through her body. Her arousal drenched my fingers, and Ivy quietly moaned as I teased her. Ducking my head beneath the blanket, I pushed her shirt up with my free hand and sucked the taut peak of her nipple into my mouth. I swirled my tongue along the nub as I pistoned my fingers inside of her, curling them upward.
Her body writhed beneath me as she cried out, the motion of her hand stopping. Her pussy clenched around my fingers, and her lips parted. I etched the look on her face while she was coming into my mind.
I pulled my hand from her panties and yanked her pants down her thighs, exposing her to the cool air around us. She was too gone to the pleasure to care about the temperature, and I pushed my jeans down my legs. I pressed her thighs to her chest and positioned myself above her, looking into her eyes.
When I shoved inside, feeling her walls stretch around me, she gasped. It was the most beautiful noise in the universe. “Are you going to come again for me, princess? Milk my cock with this tight pussy of yours and make me come inside of you?” I asked.
Her response was another whimper. Each roll of my hips drove me further inside of her. Ivy’s back arched off the ground as my thrusts grew deeper. Her hands reached for me, digging into my shoulders. I pushed her closer to the edge, and when she clamped down around me, tingles formed at the base of my spine. Every muscle in my body tightened as I came inside her, painting her walls with hot liquid. I pulled out and wrapped the blanket around us while we tried to catch our breath.
Her hands roamed beneath my shirt, and she stopped, her eyes growing wide. “Your back–”
I pressed a finger against her lips to silence her, knowing what she had found. The carefully concealed scars that my clothing hid. “It’s okay.”
Emotions leaked from her eyes, and I held her tightly to my chest. “I want to see them,” she whispered.
“One day.” I didn’t want to see the pity in her eyes when she discovered the canvas of my back. Instead, I chose to hold her until the sun set, knowing that we would have to drive back to Clearhaven and eventually face our demons alone. 








Chapter 39

Niko
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Darkness had settled over the small backyard. It was a haven, the privacy fence shutting out the rest of the world and allowing me the solitude I craved. I took a hit of the joint in my hand, allowing the sweet smoke to fill my lungs. The fire I had started earlier in the night warmed me. It danced in the small stone pit, licking at the air as the wood beneath crackled from the heat. 
Ivy wasn’t home yet. Trey hadn’t said what she was doing or with whom, but I knew. He didn’t mention that it was Caleb because he didn’t want to fight with Cam tonight.
I had other things to worry about. Earlier in the day, I had shown up at Vincent’s house to drop off money and pick up more drugs to distribute on campus. Two things had happened. 
The first was that Vincent wanted to know where the extra money was from pushing drugs. Before we had rescued Ivy, he wanted me to double how much I was selling. That task alone was difficult, but once Ivy had stolen the drugs from my backpack in an attempt to escape, it was impossible. I was severely short, and now Vincent was riding my ass. If he found out that Ivy had swallowed all of that shit, I didn’t know what the repercussions would be. 
The second catalyst for my mood was that while there, I’d glimpsed my younger brother hanging out with some of the younger Forsaken. I knew they were friends. 
But then I heard them congratulating him.
My heart sank at the idea of Sergei being caught up in the same life I was. All the sacrifices I had made to keep him safe were for nothing. It took every ounce of willpower not to march up to him and punch him in his smug face. Yell at him about his mistake and tell him about the blood he’d never be able to wash off his hands.
Tonight, the weight of everything threatened to pull me under and suffocate me. Lately, I’d been happier. Ivy’s presence calmed me and reassured me that everything would be alright. We were on borrowed time, but that was something that I didn’t think about. I’d almost lost her once, and the idea of her belonging to someone else crushed me.
The singular thought had been playing on repeat in my mind. I took another drag and leaned back, allowing calm waves to wash over me. My fingers glided against the guitar in my lap as my thoughts slowly evaporated. There was nothing I could do about other people’s decisions, even if it gutted me.
Music was a welcome distraction, and I let it take over. It expressed everything that I couldn’t say out loud. The song I played was mournful and dark. It echoed through the night, bringing a sense of peace to the chaos in my head. My fingers continued moving over the strings, changing chords when needed.
I was lost in the music when Ivy sat beside me, startling at her presence but not missing any notes. I lifted an eyebrow at her, waiting to see if she spoke. Instead, she crossed her legs and placed a hand on my thigh, a gentle reminder she was there. She closed her eyes, getting lost in the song I was weaving.
The song ended, and I took a deep breath, laying my guitar beside me. All the worries from moments ago came rushing back as I stared at the pale woman who had become an anchor in the storm. We understood each other like no one else. You were never dirty.
Her eyes flickered open, and she stared at me, peering into my soul. “Trey told me,” she said in a low voice.
Of course he did. I would have told Ivy anyway at some point. She deserved to know who she was living with. She knew we were caught up with the Forsaken, but we tried to keep shit out of the house as much as possible for our younger siblings. I could only hope that my brother had the same respect for our home as we did.
“Yeah.” It was the only response I could manage while emotions clogged my throat, the feeling of being underwater reappearing.
Her hand was warm on my leg, and she squeezed, letting me know she was there to listen. I didn’t want to talk, though. What would I say? That I had failed to keep him safe? That everything I had done wasn’t enough? That I might not ever make it out of Clearhaven?
Ivy pursed her lips and looked at the fire. “Want to talk about it?”
Pushing down the feelings warring inside me, I entwined my fingers with hers and gave her a cocky grin. Anything to avoid talking about what was happening. Our time together was limited, and she had enough to worry about. “Not really. I can think of better things for you to do with your mouth.”
I waited to see what her reaction was, what she would do. She finally turned to look at me, studying me for a moment carefully. I took a deep breath when she got to her knees and placed her hand on my chest, pushing me flat on my back. Her lips ghosted over mine. “And what would that be?”
She brushed her mouth over mine, teasing me. Slowly, she crawled down my body, and I reacted to her. A groan escaped my lips as her nails trailed my skin through my clothes, and my cock sprang to life. I didn’t think she would take my statement seriously, especially after being with Caleb all night; it was simply a misdirect to avoid discussing my thoughts.
I twisted my fingers into her short, red hair when she reached the waistband of my pants. She tugged, and I lifted my hips to help her ease them down, freeing me from the cloth that covered me. Her fingertips traced patterns on my skin while her eyes twinkled with amusement. I knew that look, the feeling of power that surged through you knowing you were in control of someone’s pleasure.
I gasped as she wrapped her fingers around me and stroked up and down my shaft. She flicked her tongue, licking along the underside of my crown. Self-control disappeared as I pressed down on her head, convincing her to take more of me into her mouth. I closed my eyes and savored the feeling of wet warmth enveloping me, and bucked my hips upward.
Ivy gagged, her nails cutting into my skin. Still, her tongue worked its magic as she swirled along my length, letting me fuck her mouth how I liked. A flash of light cut through the haze of the moment, forcing me to open my eyes. Cam stood nearby with his camera hidden by the shadows. How long had he been sitting in the darkness watching us?
I was still angry at him and his stubbornness. I had almost lost Ivy because of his actions and it had placed a wedge between us. Despite that, I missed him. I missed our closeness and the feeling of his body against me at night. I hadn’t forgiven him, but the dark look on his face as he leaned against the tree did something to me.
I didn’t have to forgive Cam to let him touch me. My motions stilled as I stared at him and looked down at Ivy. She gave me a small nod, my dick never leaving her mouth. I didn’t know where the two stood, but she gave me this because I needed it. They were two opposite parts of my heart. I didn’t want to choose between them, but I would if I had to, for Ivy’s sake.
I hooked my fingers at him, gesturing for him to come closer. He stalled for a moment, unsure of himself–probably a first in his life–before he dropped his camera and walked over to me. He dropped to his knees beside me and gazed into my eyes, cupping my cheek tenderly. My voice was low and husky when I broke the silence. “Were you enjoying watching our girl suck my cock?”
Ivy curiously peered up between my thighs, still leisurely toying with me. He leaned in close and nipped the shell of my ear. “Who wouldn’t enjoy that? It was why I wanted a picture. The better question is, will you let me touch you while you come in her mouth?”
It might have been the weed or the fact that I was turned on, but I couldn’t deny him. Tomorrow I would go back to being angry at him. I could put our differences to the side tonight, if only for a while. I turned my face to him and nipped his lower lip. He took that as my consent and angled my head how he wanted, letting his tongue slip into my mouth.
His free hand traveled along my back, gripping one of my ass cheeks as Ivy’s mouth slipped up and down my shaft. “Lay on your side,” he whispered, and I shifted slowly, giving Ivy time to adjust. He rocked his hips against mine, ensuring that I could feel his hardness against my leg before he began teasing me. His fingers trailed down my crack until he reached my tight hole.
With all the events that had occurred since we had started our relationship and the divide between us, we had never gone this far, and I wasn’t sure what he would do next. Cam’s touches were usually harsh and punishing, a battle for dominance between us. This time, they were gentle. Tantalizing.
He wrapped one arm around my waist as he spit into his hand. One finger eased inside of me, but I was focused on the pleasure of Ivy’s mouth as she increased her pace, bobbing up and down. He pushed inside further, stretching and filling me in a way I hadn’t known was possible. When he thrust a second finger inside, curling it into a spot deep inside me, the sensation was almost too much.
I tightened my fingers in Ivy’s hair, holding her in place as she hollowed out her cheeks. It felt too good, too perfect. Ripples of pleasure floated through my entire body as I shuddered between the two of them. Cam gently kissed my shoulder as I came in Ivy’s mouth, her lips wrapped tightly around me.
The orgasm seemed to last forever; all the tension from earlier ripped from my body. Milky liquid spilled over the side of her lips, and Cam reached over, swiping his thumb through the liquid and placing the digit in his mouth.
We weren’t where we had once been, but there was still something between us. Cam pulled away first, righting his clothes and leaving without a word. My heart fell, and I wanted to call out to him and tell him to stay. I didn’t, though. I couldn’t until he atoned for what he had done to Ivy, even though I wanted more than anything in the world for her to be curled up between us in bed.
Even if it was for just one night. 








Chapter 40

Ivy
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Life was getting back to a new type of normal. I tried to push back my regrets of things that had happened in the past, ignoring them and instead focusing on the textbook in front of me. The words blurred together, and I rubbed my eyes, wanting to take a break. Niko’s arm was snaked around me, holding me tightly against him as he studied. Sometimes it felt like he was afraid I would vanish, and he was attempting to prevent that. It was as if he needed physical proof I was still there. 
It was beautiful... and, at times, suffocating.
Niko was the person who was always making sure I slept and ate, had someone to talk to, and made me feel safe in the middle of the night. The absence of my nightmares helped. I appreciated him more than I could ever express, and I loved him, but sometimes I needed room to breathe.
I pried his arm from my body, and he pouted at me as I stretched. My coffee mug sat on the end table, and I pointed at it. “I’ll be back. I need a refill.”
Thankfully, he didn’t follow me, giving me a chance to clear my head. My phone rang, and I answered it out of habit, not bothering to check who it was–a mistake. “Hello?”
A familiar shrill voice with a saccharine tone began speaking on the other line, and I instantly regretted not looking before I slid my finger. “Ivy, it’s so good to hear your voice. I have important news to share, and I’m sure you’ll be excited.”
Anything she shared with me was bound to be the opposite of exciting. “Oh?”
“We decided to move the wedding forward for you. Your fiance agreed with me.” My heart shattered into a million pieces as she rambled on, and I zoned her out for a few minutes, trying to catch my breath. I struggled to inhale as she continued. “We thought a small, intimate wedding at the church would be best. Deacon Jensen will deliver the homily. I already have the dress picked out because it’s such short notice.”
“When?” I managed to croak as the world spun around me.
“The Saturday after finals are over. Abraham thought it would be best to let you finish the semester even though you won’t be attending again in the spring.”
Without ceremony, I hung up and turned off my phone. The coffee I originally wanted was long forgotten as I floated through the house, looking for an escape. I had known that this moment was coming, but thought I had more time. I wouldn’t back out–not with Niko’s siblings on the line. Even if Sergei had joined the Forsaken, he couldn’t enter the system, not in Clearhaven. Maya couldn’t go through that, and Katya deserved better.
I wanted to tell someone, but not Niko. He would be crestfallen, realizing that our time together was running out, and I couldn’t deal with the sadness on his face. Not yet. Plus, I would have to tell him why I was making the decision. He would try to talk me out of it and plead that there was another way, which wasn’t a chance I was willing to take. It wasn’t just my life I was impacting.
Instead, I stood in the hallway, looking between Cam and Trey’s rooms. Even if I had consented to Cam to join us the night he found out about Sergei, it didn’t mean I had forgiven him yet. He wasn’t as much of an asshole as usual, but I didn’t trust him. I couldn’t.
Trey seemed like the better option. He was the most level-headed of the three men and cared for me in his own way. The healing burn on the inside of my thigh proved that. Without knocking, I opened his door.
He was staring at his computer, frantically typing, and I took a moment to drink in his appearance. How many more times would I be able to do that? The way his clothing covered the lean muscle beneath his clothes or how he would push his glasses up while concentrating. How he would quirk his eyebrows or how his hair would fall into his eyes.
Sighing, I crossed the room, dramatically throwing myself across his bed. Without looking away from the monitor, he spoke. “What’s wrong, new girl?”
I laughed, trying to cover the tears trying to fall. “Everything. If I tell you a secret, can you promise to keep it for a few days? Not long. I’m just not ready to deal with the fallout.”
He swiveled in his chair and propped his head up on his hand. “I’ll take it to my grave.”
I took a deep breath and exhaled through my nose, trying to keep my emotions at bay. “I’m marrying Wells the Saturday after finals.”
My eyes stung from the admission, and I hid my face, not wanting him to see me. The mattress dipped beneath Trey’s weight, and he rubbed small circles on my back. “When did you find out?”
“Less than five minutes ago. My aunt called to tell me the good news.”
He stopped and lifted my chin to look at me. “We’ll find a way out of this. I have a new program to get blackmail material on members of the Order. I won’t let you marry him.” The look on his face was one of pure determination, so I decided not to argue with him. It was so much more complicated than that. “I know exactly what will make you feel better. Grab your shoes and a jacket. We’re going for a ride.”
He brushed his thumb along my bottom lip and smirked. “But there’s a catch. You have to keep this a secret as well.”
I pushed myself off the bed and searched for my shoes. What was one more secret? The entire town was full of them.
[image: image-placeholder]After grabbing my shoes and jacket, I climbed into Trey’s car, and we drove for less than fifteen minutes. It piqued my curiosity when he parked in front of my aunt’s house. “Why are we here?”
He shrugged and pulled the key from the ignition. “It’s a surprise. Stay right here.”
I stared out the window while I waited for him. It was funny to think that this was the house where I was supposed to get a clean slate. I was supposed to start a new life, get a degree, and start fresh somewhere no one knew of my past. A quiet neighborhood in a small town where kids rode their bikes down the street.
None of that had happened.
Soon, Trey opened the front door and motioned for me to come inside. What I saw when I walked in wasn’t what I expected. My aunt was tethered to one of the old dining room tables with duct tape. Trey pulled a knife from his pocket and placed it in my palm, wrapping my fingers around it. His fingers lingered on my skin as he murmured, “I told you I knew what would make you feel better.”
Regina’s eyes were wide, and a bruise blossomed on her cheek. “You can’t do this to me,” she spat. “I gave you somewhere to stay, and you did nothing but rebel every chance you had. If it weren’t for me, you would be living on the streets of Strathmore.”
I inched closer, ignoring her words. She gave me somewhere to stay and sold me to the wolves while pretending to care. She acted pious while allowing me to be drugged and raped repeatedly at the Gilded Lily. I wanted to scream at her for everything she had done and her callous statements.
I knew what Trey wanted. He thought that if I killed her, it would erase the pain she had caused me, her role in my downfall. It wouldn’t. Nothing could erase what they had done to me, but the temptation to take her life was there.
Somewhere in the back of my mind, I had always known what the three men I lived with were capable of. I knew what demons they hid beneath their skin where no one could see. It was something I tried not to think about or examine. I placed the knife against Regina’s neck, thinking about how easy it would be. One quick cut and I would never be forced to hear her voice again.
And for some reason, I hesitated. Perhaps it was the tiny shred of humanity I still had.
Trey’s warm body enveloped me from behind, one arm wrapping around my waist, one guiding my hand. “This is your chance to reclaim a piece of yourself, new girl.” Carefully, he pressed against my wrist, making a small cut against her neck. Regina screamed and shook the chair, probably hoping to escape her fate somehow. “Not too fast, though. It’s better if you draw it out.”
Fat tears had fallen down Regina’s cheeks. “Wells will know who did this. He won’t let you get away with this.”
Trey clicked his tongue. “Of course he will. After all, he’s determined to have her as his bride. It’s only fitting that her hands are as dirty as his.” He directed my hand to the exposed skin on her arm and sliced again. “He’ll cover this up just like he does everything else.”
Crimson streamed along the pristine white blouse Regina was wearing, and I felt Trey’s hard cock against my back. He lowered his hand, allowing me to take control as he cupped my breast. 
“Your turn. I think you know what to do.”
“You’re nothing but an ungrateful whore,” my aunt yelled. “Too worried about thugs instead of the men who can take care of you.”
Trey stepped back from me and opened one of the kitchen drawers, casually looking through its contents. “I’m personally offended, Regina. I thought we were friends.” He pulled a serrated knife from inside and slammed the drawer shut. His fingers pried open her mouth, pressing into her jaw. “I think it would be better if you don’t speak. You’ve said enough.”
He pressed the dull kitchen knife into her mouth, and she shrieked as he worked. Scarlet blood streamed down her chin, and he threw the piece of muscle onto the floor. She tilted her head forward, and Trey looked around once more. He spotted a plaid kitchen rag and shoved it between her lips, muffling the unearthly cries rolling out of her mouth. “Much better. I want to let you know this thug has cared for the woman you called your niece better than you ever did.”
He stepped behind me again, and his hands roamed my body, snaking beneath the hem of my shirt. “Tell her what you need to, new girl. This might be the only time she’ll listen.”
Instead of feeling sick at the sight of her bleeding and in pain, I felt fury. I didn’t bother opening my mouth. She knew what she had done. I didn’t want her to have a slow death. I didn’t want to look at her anymore.
Slowly, I dragged the knife across her neck, watching the ribbon of blood spill down her flesh onto her chest. Her noises were muted, not just from the cloth, but also from my mind. Trey kissed my neck. “You look so beautiful right now, baby.”
The peace Trey had hoped I would gain from killing her never came as the light in her eyes dimmed.
Instead, I felt powerful, even if for a fraction of the time. A sense of satisfaction came from knowing she wouldn’t see me standing at the altar beside the man who had violated me. 








Chapter 41

Trey
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Standing before me, her skin stained with blood, Ivy looked so beautiful. It was carved out of my darkest fantasies. My cock was hard, pulsing against the zipper of my pants and begging to be set free. Little by little, I had watched the cracks mend, and then she came to my room.  
I couldn’t stand for anyone else to break her like that. If someone hurt her, it would be me. 
I knew that killing her “aunt” wasn’t a long-term solution. It didn’t fix everything and didn’t stop the wedding that was slated to happen in less than a month. But it would empower her and show her she still had control over something. 
The bonus was seeing her like she was now, with wild hair and eyes, gripping my knife tightly in her palm. She’d grown impatient, or tired, of hearing Regina insult her and ended her life quickly. If she had left it up to me, I would have made her suffer for longer. Hell, if I’d had the tools, I would have tortured her well into the night. 
Maybe next time. I had an entire list of people who had made Ivy suffer. The only reason Cam and Caleb weren’t on it was because she was still attached to them, even if things weren’t right between them yet. I contemplated breaking into Abraham Wells’ house and murdering him in his bed no less than four times daily. 
I plucked the knife from Ivy’s hand, careful not to startle her. The last thing that I wanted was a matching scar with Niko. She stared at the body still taped to the chair even as her fingers loosened from the blade. I ran my fingertips along her jaw, smearing blood across the bottom of her face. “Power is a good look on you, new girl.” The tone of my voice didn’t hide my arousal. 
Her eyes focused on me, and she took a deep breath. “You’re a psycho.”
I hummed under my breath as I trailed my fingers down her neck, her pulse thrumming beneath her skin. “I am, but I’m your psycho. The one willing to kill for you and protect you, no matter the cost.”
A normal person would have attempted to hide Regina’s body or burn down the house. I didn’t do any of that. Everything that I had uttered earlier was true. Instead, all I could think about was sinking inside Ivy while blood covered her skin, feeling her wrapped around my cock. The thought made my cock throb, and I pushed her against the cabinet, threading my fingers in her hair and nipping at her bottom lip. 
That was all it took for the world to melt around us. She was pliant, allowing me to delve into her mouth, her lips soft and sweet. She melted against me and moaned into my mouth, her hips grinding against me, seeking pressure. Electricity buzzed through my body with each pass of my tongue, and I tilted her head, deepening our kiss. 
The knife still sitting in my hand itched to be used, and I positioned it at the neckline of her shirt. She panted against my mouth but didn’t stop me as the fabric shredded beneath my blade. “It’s always my clothes, you asshole,” she murmured against my neck, making me chuckle. 
Her bare breasts were on display, and I trailed along the top with the knife. “I like this.” Her nipples hardened from the air and my caresses. I ducked my head, capturing one of the tight peaks in my mouth before yanking at her jacket. It fell away with the torn fabric of her shirt to the floor. “Take off your shoes,” I commanded as I placed the knife beside us on the countertop. 
 She toed off her shoes, and I ripped her pants down her legs. The contrast of the blood splatter against her pale skin made me bite down on my bottom lip as I committed the image to memory. She was everything and didn’t realize it. The power she held over me should have made me uncomfortable, but it didn’t. I would risk my future for the red-haired woman who had survived hell. 
I cupped her ass, lifting her onto the counter. “Do you trust me?”
She hesitated for a moment and then nodded. Smart girl. After everything she had been through, she had every reason to distrust me. I unzipped my pants before gripping her hips and sank inside, feeling her walls clench around me. Her legs wrapped around my waist as I rocked inside deeper, and when I picked up the knife, she didn’t blink. 
The space beneath her breasts was unmarred, and I ran my tongue along her neck. “I’m going to mark you as mine. Every time you look in the mirror, you’ll remember me coming inside of you. When your future husband sees this, he’ll know that he’ll never truly own you.”
I touched the tip of the knife to her pristine skin. Her hand wrapped around my wrist, and she pushed, forcing a bead of blood to appear. “Do it.” The metal pierced her flesh as I slowly carved a perfect T into her sternum. 
Ivy held my gaze, a single tear rolling down her face. I captured it on the blade’s edge and ran my tongue along it. She shuddered around me as I stared at my handy work, leisurely rolling my hips against her. I brushed my lips against hers, and the knife slipped from my hand.
Suddenly, the sharp edge that had branded Ivy as mine pressed against my throat. The corner of her lip tipped up. “My turn. Fuck me like you mean it. If I’m yours, make me feel it.”
If it were possible for my dick to be any harder, it would have been. With the blade pressed against my throat, I clutched her hips and rammed into her. She gasped, and her free hand slipped between her thighs, drawing fast circles against her clit. 
A sting of pain erupted on my skin, driving me on. This bitch really bit me. I had told everyone months ago that her crazy matched our own, but no one believed me. My new girl just hid it better than most. Or perhaps she needed someone to coax her demons and convince them to come out to play.
Ivy’s teeth dug into my shoulder as I pounded into her, and sticky crimson liquid coated my chest. Her back arched, pushing her breasts into me as her pussy pulsed around me. Her whimpers spurred me on, covered in blood and sweat. “You’re mine,” I rasped against her ear as I came, spilling my seed deep inside her. 
She pressed a kiss against my collarbone and laid her head against my shoulder, the knife clattering onto the linoleum floor. “We’re a mess,” she whispered. 
“A beautiful fucking mess.” I didn’t want to break our moment, knowing that the bubble surrounding us would pop once we left here. “Put on what’s left of your clothes, new girl. I’ve got an extra shirt in the car. We have to clean up, and then we have somewhere to be.”
She thankfully didn’t ask questions as she dressed, leaving me to make a phone call. “I need a clean-up. I’ll text you the address.”
[image: image-placeholder]After sneaking back into the house, showering, and bagging up our clothes, I waited for Ivy. When I said we had somewhere to be, I meant it. We needed answers, and the first step was breaking into First Community Church. Rosalyn and Caleb would have to handle the Order. How was the church tied to everything? What was their role?
Ivy came out wearing one of Niko’s hoodies and a pair of black sweatpants with damp hair. I reminded myself that we had things to do. I couldn’t let myself get distracted and hole up in my room, getting lost in her. Not right now. The moment we had at Regina’s was perfect and intense. It would have to hold me over until later that night. “Have you ever committed breaking and entering?” 
She grimaced at me. “No. Until tonight, I had never broken any laws.”
I gave her a small smile. “There’s a first time for everything.”
Niko and Cam chose that exact moment to walk in the front door. Cam glanced down at my hand, noticing my car keys. “What are the two of you up to?”
I sighed, knowing how he would react, but decided not to lie. “We’re breaking into the church. If they have records of their business deals with the Order, it might shed some light on everything happening. Maybe we can blackmail them into leaving Ivy alone.”
Niko raised an eyebrow, knowing the meltdown that was about to occur. Cam’s face turned red, and he crossed his arms over his chest. “So, you thought inviting Ivy was a good idea?”
I tilted my head and reached for her hand. Surprisingly, she grabbed it. “I want to go, Cam. This is my life, and you’re acting like I’m not standing here. I am the one who is being forced to marry a creepy old guy. Not you.” 
I grinned at him, tugging Ivy behind me. “The queen has spoken. You’re either in, or you’re not.”
[image: image-placeholder]The car ride to the church was thick with the tension radiating off of Cam. I didn’t care. Ivy could make choices on her own, and I didn’t want to take away her agency. Niko and Cam could act like cavemen if they wanted to. 
I hadn’t attended First Community since the summer before middle school, but remembered the layout like the back of my hand. Inside were dozens of small classrooms tucked away in hallways decorated with colorful animals and rainbows. A gigantic sanctuary plastered with intricate stained glass windows and ancient wooden pews. It was all a front, but for what?
Regina Spencer knew what the church was doing, and so did Rosalyn’s grandfather. Who else knew the secrets of First Community? 
Whatever visiting pastor had no clue. The church had a revolving door of clergy for over a decade, with no one staying in Clearhaven for more than six months. 
I parked in the shadows behind the enormous building and gestured for everyone to get out. We crept through the darkness silently. The one reassurance I had was that there were no cameras on the exterior. I only hoped that the inside’s security was equally lax.
Niko silently picked the lock on the back of the building while we waited. Once he opened the door, we stepped inside. The silence was eerie, and I suppressed a shiver. Where would I keep records that were incriminating? Not in the pastor’s office. Especially if he wasn’t part of whatever was happening.
Cam turned on the flashlight on his phone. “Where to?” 
I wiped my glasses on the hem of my shirt. “Let’s check the basement. Remember when we were younger? If we got too close, they would tell us it was haunted.”
The stairs that led to the basement were at the end of the hallway, hidden behind a wooden door. Our footsteps echoed as we made our way in that direction, adding to the ominous feel. I tried the knob, sighing in relief when I found it unlocked. The door creaked open, and we quietly descended the steps. 
The air in this part of the church was thick, almost as if it had been sitting untouched for decades. Rusting metal file cabinets and dilapidated boxes lined the walls. Ivy opened a drawer and pulled out a file folder. When she opened it, she gasped, photos and paper tumbling from it. She scanned the front of the boxes, the wheels in her head turning. “I know what this is.”
She found the drawer she was looking for and mumbled under her breath, “Jones. Jones. Jones. Here it is.” She pulled the file folder out, and inside was a photograph of a woman who resembled Ivy. “Trinity.”
“Hold this for me.” She shoved the file folder at Niko’s chest. “Who else has gone missing in Clearhaven?”








Chapter 42

Ivy
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The smell of coffee drifted through the house, and I groaned, knowing I had to get up even if my body wasn’t ready. The night before had been eventful between murdering the person I had called my aunt, having sex with Trey, and breaking into the church. After discovering the file folders and their contents, my thoughts raced, leaving me restless. 
Sleep didn’t come for quite a while.
I stretched, finding the spot next to me empty. It was unusual for Niko to be up before me. He usually snoozed his alarm until the last minute, lamenting that he had to be awake. Still, I stretched, wincing at the pull on my chest from the healing wound. My fingers gingerly traced the bandage hidden beneath my shirt.
Mine. I had mixed feelings about what we had done, but the level of possession spread warmth through my veins.
Low murmurs filled the air as I approached the kitchen, and when I entered the room, the conversation stopped completely. Five sets of eyes peered at me from the small wooden table. “Ros. Caleb. What are you doing here this early? Where are Maya and Katya?” I asked and covered my mouth to stifle a yawn.
Niko took a sip from his cup. “They went to the mall today. Sergei never came home last night.”
Caleb motioned for me to come closer and pulled me into his lap, earning him a glare from Cam. “Well, princess, I wouldn’t call it early. It’s already noon. We’re leaving for fall break later today, but Trey texted us earlier asking for a favor.”
Trey was playing with his knife like usual, but one glance at it spread goosebumps across my skin as I remembered everything we had done the night before. I pulled myself back to the present, stealing the coffee in front of me. “What was the favor?”
Rosalyn leaned toward me. “We’re going to install a program on certain family members’ phones.”
“It’s for blackmail,” Trey clarified quietly. “I don’t know if I have enough time to make it work, though.”
Cam shifted in his seat, his eyes narrowing. “What do you mean, enough time?”
I cleared my throat, knowing it was now or never. I hadn’t come to terms with the time frame either. “I’m marrying Wells after finals.”
Everyone looked at me in shock. Caleb’s arms tightened around me, and Cam stood up, shoving his chair back. “The fuck you are.”
I held up my hand, hoping he would listen. “I have to because I already made the agreement. If I don’t, they’ve threatened to take away Maya, Katya, and Sergei. I couldn’t live with myself if that happened.”
Niko looked at me, his jaw tense. “So that’s it? Are you just going to give up? You’re willing to leave what we have just like that?”
My face heated from the emotions coursing through me. “No. I’m doing this for everyone. It’s my sacrifice to make, and I wish there were another way.”
“We still have time,” Caleb whispered to me, and I nodded with enthusiasm I didn’t feel. We had time to enjoy one another and make memories, not stop an entire secret society.
Cam laid a hand on Niko’s leg. “Chill. Go get the stuff from last night and show them what we found.”
Niko stormed from the room, returning a few minutes later to throw a dozen manilla folders into the middle of the table. Caleb and Ros each grabbed one, carefully sifting through the contents.
Caleb was the one who spoke first. “What are we looking at?”
I pulled my mother’s file from the pile. “All these people went missing around Clearhaven in the past ten years. Most of them were women, and all of them came from rough neighborhoods. Some of them have criminal records.” I pulled another file labeled Hope Davidson from the stack, pulling out a rap sheet that listed shoplifting and trespassing, both juvenile offenses. “There are at least 200 in the basement of First Community.”
Trey rubbed at his eyes and picked up his energy drink, glancing between Rosalyn and Caleb. “The church is funneling women to the Order. It’s not definitive proof, but they have no other reason to have records like this. Wells once told me they were always trying to help place ‘troubled’ youth in new houses.”
Rosalyn’s face fell as she looked at the folders. “The outreach program. They have vans that drive around to poor neighborhoods and pick up high school students Sundays and Wednesdays. What if...”
What if was the biggest question on everyone’s mind. Caleb looked down at his watch and sighed. “We have to get going. They’ll throw a fit if we’re not at the airport on time.” He tipped his chin up to Trey. “I’ll get you what you need. I’m not going to willingly hand over Ivy.”
Ros hugged me before she left, promising she would text me. Caleb pressed his lips to mine, and when he pulled away, I almost thought I saw tears gathering. “It’s okay, princess. I’ll see you soon.”
The mood after their departure was somber, and Niko leaned against the wall by the door. “When were you going to tell me?”
I didn’t want to fight with him and scrubbed my hand down my face. “I hoped that magically everything would go away. It’s not like I’ve known all the details for weeks, just the threats about your siblings. I found out the date yesterday.”
He flattened his lips into a thin line. “Who told you?”
“My aunt.”
He grabbed his jacket from the back of the couch, his motions frenzied. “I’m going to kill that bitch.”
Trey stepped into the room and smiled. “It’s already taken care of. “
Niko’s shoulders slumped, a look of defeat passing over his features, and I wrapped myself around him. I echoed the words that Caleb had said to me earlier. As I said them, they rang false in my ears, but I hoped they would take away some of his hurt. “There’s still time.”
My stomach rumbled, reminding me I hadn’t eaten in nearly twenty-four hours, and Niko gave me a disapproving stare. “Instead of murder, why don’t we grab something to eat? I’ll convince Daddy to tag along because there’s something else we need to discuss,” Trey suggested.
[image: image-placeholder]Sitting inside a small diner, I perused the laminated menu and waited for the other shoe to drop. The idea of discussing yet another issue made my brain want to melt. I settled on a hamburger and fries, something basic to fill my stomach.
Trey waited until the small woman with silver hair took our orders. “Niko, did you tell Ivy about your little problem?”
Niko’s usually tan skin paled, and he chewed on the corner of his thumbnail. It was a nervous habit he had, and whenever he did it, I knew he was stalling. I elbowed him in the ribs and stared. “Define little problem. None of our problems are ever small.”
Niko looked around the diner before leaning close. “I didn’t want to worry you.”
Trey quirked an eyebrow. “Tell her. I’m done keeping everyone’s secrets.”
“When you grabbed the drugs from my backpack, I came up short with Vincent. I’ll figure it out.”
My fingers gripped the edge of the table, anchoring myself in place. I didn’t know how to respond. I hadn’t considered the fact that he would need to pay for the drugs I’d taken, and my heart fell. Everything I touched was tainted.
Cam ran a finger down the side of his glass, every muscle in his body rigid. “How much?”
Trey rolled his eyes. “The amount isn’t the point. I have enough to cover the bills and groceries this month, but not the drugs. The good news is I have a solution.” He paused for dramatic effect. “You need to pick up a race. Maybe even Thanksgiving night. It will be enough to clear your debt.”
Niko ran a hand through his hair before he nodded. “Yeah. Fuck it.”
The waitress dropped off our food, but I was no longer hungry. My appetite had vanished as soon as I heard I had cost Niko more money he didn’t have. Even if I called Frankie to pick up a few shifts in the next week, it wouldn’t be enough to pay off... how many pills was it even? I knew little about gangs, but if the movies were right, they would demand he pay them back as soon as possible. If he didn’t, they would hurt him–or worse.
I pushed my food around the plate with disinterest, waiting for the guys to finish. Trey gently kicked me beneath the table. “It’s going to be alright, new girl.”
Yeah, that’s what everyone keeps telling me.








Chapter 43

Caleb
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Two rich families taking a trip dedicated to skiing felt stereotypical. It was exactly as miserable as it sounded. I attempted not to roll my eyes as Fletcher Vance discussed politics with Deacon Jensen. “Midterm elections are coming up, and Senator Reynolds needs to go. He hasn’t held up his end of the bargain despite his promises.” 
Jensen took a drink of the amber liquid in his tumbler. “What about Gervais? He has our best interests in mind.” They spoke openly in the lodge’s nearly empty dining area, trying to determine who would be the best fit, meaning who would mindlessly follow commands. Someone who would turn a blind eye to their activities.
None of the conversation was incriminating enough to use against them, which was unfortunate. “I hear that Regina Spencer has turned up missing. Such a shame. Caleb, have you heard anything about that?”
I shook my head. It was true that I hadn’t heard anything, but I knew who was responsible. One of the Forsaken had taken her out because of her part in Ivy’s torment. It was about damn time someone did. “No, sir. I had no idea.”
Jensen turned to his granddaughter. “What about you, Rosalyn?”
Ros’ mouth fell open, and she closed it. “Nothing like that.”
My grandfather tipped the rest of his drink back and stood, swaying on his feet from one too many drinks. It was rare for my grandfather to drink as much as he had this evening, but it made my job that much easier. “Hmm. Well, it won’t matter in a few weeks. Her job was done.” 
Meaning she was as replaceable as the rest of us. “I think I’m going to call it a night.”
We all murmured something similar, and the older men parted ways. Ros’ foot tapped nervously against the wooden floor. “Give it fifteen minutes. The last thing we need is to get caught.”
I poured another two fingers of bourbon and sat back in my chair. “No shit.”
She peered over her shoulder to see who was still seated around us. “What do you think happened to Regina?”
I lifted a shoulder in response. “What she deserved. If you had seen Ivy when we rescued her... The fact that her aunt knew where she was the entire time.”
We drank in silence, both lost in our thoughts, and bid each other good night when our glasses were empty. A quick glance at the time told me it was nearly midnight, and my grandfather would be fast asleep, lulled by the alcohol. We were staying in a suite on the second floor, and I climbed the stairs, readying myself for what needed to be done.
Quietly, I crept into the suite, praying that the door didn’t squeak. The last thing I wanted to do was wake my grandfather. I didn’t know what he would do to me if he caught me grabbing his phone. The sitting area was dark, and I snuck to the room he was staying in, careful not to brush against the furniture. I pressed my ear against his door, listening for any signs of movement, but there was nothing. Complete silence.
Slowly, I pushed the door open. My heart hammered in my ears while I plotted out my movements. The carpet was plush beneath my feet as I tiptoed around the bed and made my way to the table beside it. My grandfather was lying on top of his blankets, dress pants still on–a sign that he had drunk too much. Moonlight illuminated the room just enough that I could see his phone, and my hand closed around it.
A snore broke the silence, and my heart raced as he turned over in the bed. I stood still like a statue, hoping he wouldn’t stir further. When he didn’t, I fled from the room and closed the door.
With shaky hands, my fingers slid over the screen, unlocking the phone. I was in after the first attempt. He’d used the same passcode he used for his back account, and I managed to stifle a laugh as I turned the volume down. I forwarded the message to his phone that Trey had sent me and downloaded the program.
After deleting any evidence that I had ever possessed it, I deposited the phone on the coffee table and went to my room. Easy. In a perfect world, Rosalyn’s attempt had gone as smoothly as mine. The bed called my name, and I lay across it, deciding to text Ivy.
Me: Hey, princess. You’re asleep right now, but I hope you had a good day. Everything is going to be fine.
My eyes grew heavy, and I decided to give in, hoping to dream of the tortured girl I wanted to save, even at the expense of my life.








Chapter 44

Cam
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A Christmas movie about a woman who left a corporate job to move back to her hometown was playing in the background as I checked the food in the oven. It was too early for Christmas movies, but they had outvoted me. Maya, Katya, Ivy, and Sergei crowded around the television, making commentary to one another. 
“You know, if this were on a different channel, she would never think about heading to a dark parking lot by herself,” Sergei commented as he picked up a bottle of black nail polish.
My sister let out a laugh. “I read a book once where the woman was kidnapped and fell in love with the man who imprisoned her.” What books was she reading? Maybe I needed to keep a closer eye on her.
“Sounds hot,” Katya commented as she glanced down at her fingernails, admiring the new polish. Correction, I needed to keep a closer eye on both of them.
Ivy wrapped herself in a blanket and curled her legs beneath her. “I mean, it depends. Did he feed her at least twice a day? Did she have to do laundry? Because if laundry is involved, I’m out.”
They all laughed loudly as I rearranged the sheets in the oven. Niko walked into the kitchen and leaned against a wall, not touching me. He still hadn’t forgiven me for what I had done to Ivy, but I understood. It was one reason I had offered to cook Thanksgiving dinner for everyone.
It wasn’t about the food necessarily. All of us were from broken homes and had shit families. The people in this house were all we had. It was about starting new traditions and celebrating the holidays together. Perhaps if I could show them I wanted to change but didn’t know how, Ivy and Niko would take it as a peace offering.
As I cooked, I realized Ivy truly belonged here. She laughed with my sister and teased Sergei about how he was getting nail polish on his skin. The easygoing banter continued even when I smelled something burning. I glanced in the oven and noticed the rolls were extra brown. The fire alarm went off as smoke wafted into the air, the shrill noise ringing in my ears. I examined one of them, noting that the bottom was slightly black.
“I’ve got it,” Trey yelled from somewhere in the house.
It was fine. If everyone peeled off the bottom, they would still be edible. The clock on the wall read five, and I sighed with relief. The food was done in time for all of us to eat together. Once the fire alarm was silenced, giggles erupted from the living room.
“Come make a plate,” I yelled. “And don’t complain about the rolls.”
Niko had a race later that night, and I wanted to go with him. Vincent had been breathing down his neck, looking for the rest of the money he owed.
“What is everyone up to tonight?” Ivy asked as she grabbed a roll from the pan, wrinkling her nose. I glared at her, and she stuck out her tongue.
Maya scooped out some of the macaroni and cheese. “We’re going to the movies tonight.”
Sergei lifted one shoulder. “Probably hanging out with friends.” Code word for doing Forsaken shit. I kept my mouth shut because of holiday joy and all of that, but I wanted to strangle the arrogant fucker. Maybe with some strands of lights that were hidden beneath my bed.
Ivy picked a piece of the bread off and shoved it in her mouth. “What about you guys?”
Niko gave her a small smile. “I have a race tonight. You should tag along.”
Her face fell and brushed a piece of hair behind her ear. “I don’t think so. Last time I went, you lost.” I read between the lines of what she was saying. She felt guilty that he was racing, especially because of her. “Besides, I have studying to catch up on.”
Niko’s face was lined with disappointment, but I didn’t have a chance to tell him I would be there. “These rolls are really burned,” Katya piped up, “but the potatoes are good.”
We ate, and everyone cleared out of the cramped kitchen. I began putting up the leftover food, singing under my breath. Ivy joined me, pulling out old margarine containers–poor man’s Tupperware. “You should go tonight. It would mean a lot to him,” I murmured under my breath so no one else could hear.
She gave me a sad look and shook her head. “Someone needs to do the dishes.”
I wouldn’t argue with her about it anymore, so I changed topics. “You can’t marry Wells. I saw you with Maya and Katya. This is your home, not with someone from the Order.”
She turned her head away from me and placed a lid on a container. “There’s still time for us to figure something out,” she said, her voice cracking on the last syllable.
I grasped her chin with my hand, forcing her to face me. “You’re not allowed to cry, little ghost. The only time I’ll ever let you cry again is when you’re coming on my cock.”
A single tear rolled down her cheek, and she wiped it away. I caged her in against the counter with my arms and bit down on the exposed skin of her shoulder, marking her for the world to see.
“Cam, stop. Someone will see. Plus, I’m still mad at you.”
My teeth scraped along her skin. “Let them see. You’re allowed to be mad at me, Ivy. The sex is better that way.” Without warning, I lifted and cradled her against my chest, carrying her to the room I shared with Niko. “I’m tired of staying away from you and pretending I don’t want you.”
I kicked open the door and threw her on the bed. As I hovered over her, my hands cupped her face. I wanted her to look at me, to really see me. My mouth descended on her hungrily. The last time we were together, I had uttered promises to her I had no intention of keeping. This time I let my body say everything I couldn’t.
That I wanted her more than I had wanted anyone else. That I needed her like I needed air. I would do whatever I could to protect her. That she was mine.
She pushed against my chest, but I didn’t move, letting my hands roam beneath her shirt. I wanted to feel something that wasn’t worry or hatred, anger or bitterness. I wanted to experience a single moment that the Forsaken or the Order didn’t taint.
I pushed up her shirt and trailed kisses along her stomach, leading up to her breasts. “Say you’re mine,” I rasped, pushing down the cup of her bra. Every time I fantasized about her, I thought of taking my time. Worshiping her for hours until we both fell asleep. The clock was ticking until I needed to leave, so my movements were rushed as my tongue darted out, licking across her nipple.
“I don’t trust you. The last time that–”
I placed my hand over her mouth, silencing her. Her eyes widened as I nipped at her breast. “I wish the last time had never happened. I made promises to you I broke. That isn’t what this is.”
She bit the palm of my hand, and I grinned as I sucked her nipple into my mouth, swirling my tongue along the peak. Her back bowed off the bed, and I removed my hand, snaking it beneath the waistband of her pants. As I ran my fingers through her folds, I bit down on my bottom lip. “Always so wet for me, little ghost. Do you want me to make you come?”
She searched my face for a moment before nodding. “Then say it. Tell me you’re mine. I want to hear you.”
She shook her head and pursed her lips. “I won’t.”
“If your pussy wasn’t so good, it would be easier to hate you.” I pushed two fingers inside of her, hitting a spot that made her cry out. “I think you’ll say it so that you can get off.”
I rubbed against her inner walls, fucking her with my fingers until her pussy clenched around them. Suddenly, I stopped, and she threw her head back on the bed. “You have got to be kidding me,” she mumbled as she blew out a deep breath.
I brushed my thumb against her clit, and her body twitched against the covers. “You know what you have to do. Stop pretending you don’t like this. Give me one more chance to prove myself to you.”
She clutched the blanket at her sides as I moved my fingers again, slowly increasing the speed. As I pushed in and out of her, she panted, and her skin flushed. As soon as I felt the telltale sign of her impending orgasm, I stilled again.
The death glare she shot was magnificent, and I removed my fingers, pulling down her pants. “Obviously, we need to try this another way. You’re the most stubborn woman I’ve ever met.”
I popped open the button of my jeans, allowing them to fall. My dick was already hard from imagining me being inside of her. I grabbed her wrists with one hand, holding them above her head as I plunged inside her. With every thrust, I placed pressure on her clit. My free hand dug into her hip, holding her in place.
“Let’s negotiate,” I whispered. “You can say you’re mine, and I’ll make you come, or you can promise to give me another chance.”
Her body shook beneath me again, and I stilled. “Fuck you, Cam,” she gritted out, wrapping her legs around my waist. Her heels dug into my ass, trying to force me deeper. Her frustration was adorable. I had never met another person who was as stubborn as I was. “Fine. You can have one more chance. Let me come.”
I pounded into her, the bed knocking against the wall. She shattered around me, whimpering in pleasure. Her pussy gripped me like a vise, and I tumbled over the edge with her.
I was still inside her when Niko opened the door, grinning. “Hate interrupting this special bonding moment, but it’s time.”
I feathered a kiss onto Ivy’s brow. “Are you sure you don’t want to go?” I asked.
She sighed and pushed at my chest. “Not tonight.”








Chapter 45

Niko
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Walking in on Cam and Ivy had been unexpected. The two were like oil and water, but I could see a spark beneath it all. They couldn’t stay away from one another even if he had wronged her. A match made in hell. They were toxic, but despite all of their shit, I knew. 
They were more alike than most realized. Both were stubborn and stronger than anyone had given them credit for. The people that were supposed to love them the most had betrayed them. Most of all, they were both trying to survive.
Unfortunately, even though it was Thanksgiving, we had shit to do. Mainly a race that I needed to win. Vincent had been breathing down my neck, asking where his money was. Since I couldn’t sell drugs I didn’t have in my possession, this was the best solution.
Thank God Vance was out of town on his ski trip, because I didn’t want to get into a fight with the pretentious shit. Ivy would have been pissed if I was forced to slash his tires or break his arm. He didn’t need the money, but I did.
I got out of my car, searching for Tyler, the guy who ran the races. We hadn’t spoken since the fight I’d signed up for in Strathmore, and he probably thought I’d been hiding to lick my wounds. The truth was that there hadn’t been time with everything that had been going on. Or maybe it was that Ivy consumed all of my thoughts, and I didn’t want to leave her side.
I scanned the crowd, looking for the man in question while Cam waited in my vehicle. Sharp nails dug into my skin, and I experienced a sense of déjà vu, knowing who it was before I even looked. “What do you want?” I asked with more bite to my tone than necessary.
She stuck out her bottom lip and pouted at me as I yanked my arm away. “I just wanted to say good luck. If you win the race, maybe I’ll have a surprise for you.”
I stared at her momentarily before running a hand down my face. “Go away, Arabella. Shouldn’t you be with your family skiing or whatever it is you do?”
Her face fell at the chilly reception, but I didn’t have time to smooth over her feelings. I spotted Tyler standing feet away. “But I thought you might want to see me,” she whined and shifted on her feet. “I’ve missed you.”
I took a step toward Tyler and yelled at her over my shoulder. “I don’t have time for this.”
Tyler didn’t seem surprised at my presence despite my recent absence. He spared me a rare smile as he took my money, and we exchanged a few words. Thankfully, Arabella hadn’t followed me, letting me breathe a little easier.
Once I was back in my car, Cam grabbed my hand, squeezing it in reassurance. “You’ve got this.”
I swallowed and nodded, letting myself enjoy the warmth of his touch, just for a moment. I missed him, but wasn’t ready to open myself up to him. At any moment, I expected him to act like an asshole to Ivy again, even if he had made promises to her.
Only time would tell if he kept them.
I stared out of the windshield, trying to focus on the road before me and not the thoughts running through my head. A girl wearing next to nothing despite the cool temperatures waved a flag. The race had begun, and I put my foot on the gas. Adrenaline flowed through my veins, and determination to win steeled me. I needed the money to clear my debt to Vincent and protect Ivy.
The street was lined with other drivers who all wanted the same thing that I did. To win. A thrill of excitement ran through me as the wind whipped around me, and my engine roared. I felt invincible as I navigated the asphalt, careening around curves and speeding across bridges.
A warm hand traveled along my thigh, and I pulled my lip between my teeth. “What are you doing?” I murmured in a husky voice, glancing in my rearview mirror at the cars behind me.
His fingers tugged at my zipper, and his hand circled around my already hard shaft. “Just focus on the road and let me take care of you.”
He pumped my cock twice before dipping his head down. I gasped as I glanced down, watching as his tongue licked along the head of my cock. My heartbeat matched the speed that I was driving as Cam enveloped me in his mouth.
I should have pushed him away for a lot of reasons. I’d never forgiven him for his actions toward the girl I’d fallen in love with. We hurtled down the road at over 100 miles per hour, encased in a metal shell. I needed to focus so I didn’t crash, potentially killing both of us on impact. I desperately needed the money that I could win to pay off my debt.
Instead of listening to logic and reason, I curled a free hand into his hair, pushing his head further down. His soft gagging noise sent sparks flying down my spine, and I bucked my hips against his lips. My grasp on him grew tighter as we reached an open highway. “Fuck,” I whispered as he swallowed around me. His throat muscles were tight, and I couldn’t decide if I was in heaven or hell.
No one else was close enough to pass me as we approached a bridge that signaled the last quarter of the journey. His neck muscles strained as he bobbed up and down my length, each pass tugging at my piercings. I could feel my orgasm building and wanted him to finish quickly. Cam’s cheeks hollowed out around my cock, and I gripped his hair tighter until my knuckles turned white. “Just like that,” I coaxed. “You need to hurry if you’re going to finish me off. It would be a shame if everyone saw you with my dick in your mouth.”
He hummed, sending vibrations through my body. The friction of his tongue and the bite of pain from his teeth sent me over the edge. I came hard in his mouth, spilling cum inside of him. My vision blurred, and I somehow managed to stay on the road.
He drew back and swallowed, licking a drop of white liquid from the corner of his lips. With dexterous fingers, he shoved me back in my pants and zipped them up just in time. With a smirk, he leaned back in his seat. “What were you saying again? If you’re going to finish me off?”
We passed the finish line, people cheering in the background as I slammed on the brakes, praying my heart would slow as quickly as the car. Instantly, he was on me, grasping my chin in his hand. His mouth collided with mine, and he shoved his tongue inside. I could still taste myself on him, and when he pulled away, he gave me a dark look. “Never threaten me with a good time again, Niko. I don’t care who sees your dick in my mouth. You need to understand that even if you’re mad, you’re still mine. You always have been.”
And just like that, he flipped the switch and smiled, stepping out of the car to stroll over to Tyler. My mind reeled at his words, and I wondered if they were true. You’re mine. The words played repeatedly as I gathered my winnings, and everything around me faded into the background.








Chapter 46

Niko
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It was Sunday evening, and classes started again the following day. Seeing Vincent was the last thing on my mind. I had one last delivery to make before dropping money off at his house, but all I wanted to do was go home to curl up next to Ivy. Fortunately, after the race I had won during the break, I didn’t have to worry about money, at least not for a while. 
The address for the delivery sat on a small street full of dilapidated houses with overgrown lawns. I pulled up next to the curb, hoping that someone would be waiting for me and I could do the exchange without ever leaving my car. Unfortunately, as usual, that wasn’t the case. Cam sighed from the passenger seat and unbuckled his seat belt.
Even though I was still angry at him, he insisted on coming with me, just in case. Most of the time, drop-offs went exactly like you’d expect them to. They handed over the money, and you gave them whatever item they paid for. Occasionally, though, things went sideways. I had been lucky enough for that not to happen, but there was always a chance.
I peered at the house with dingy white siding, faded from years of the sun, and my stomach churned. Plants grew up the side of the building, partially covering the porch. One light shone through a window at the side, flickering intermittently. Weeds grew from the cracks in the concrete walkway, and a rusted chain-link fence circled the perimeter.
“Let’s get this over with,” Cam said as he opened the car door. The short walk to the door did nothing to make my nerves dissipate. Half of the small wooden porch was rotted, planks falling off and exposing the dirt beneath it.
I knocked at the door three times and waited. Finally, someone answered. A small girl with dirty cheeks and tangled hair wearing a ratty nightgown stared up at me with wide eyes. Another child wearing only a diaper crawled on the stained carpet behind her. I cleared my throat, trying to remind myself why I was there. “Is John here?”
John was the only name Vincent had given me and was probably just a fake name. I didn’t know how he was entangled with the gang leader, and I hadn’t bothered to ask.
Cautiously, the child nodded and stepped back. “He’s in the kitchen with Mama,” she whispered so faintly I almost imagined I had heard it.
The house was crowded and filthy, with trash piled on every surface, and a distinct chemical smell wafted through the open door. Despite my reluctance, I knew I couldn’t go to my meeting with Vincent without completing the task he assigned me.
Cam’s jaw was already tense as his eyes flitted between the children. He had something to say about the situation, and hopefully he could keep it to himself. Just until he left. I didn’t know what kind of man “John” was or how dangerous he could be. Someone had already shot Cam recently, and the last thing we needed was another hospital stay. I had seen enough of the place.
A threadbare floral sheet hung over the doorway to the next room, and I squared my shoulders before peeking in. A gaunt woman wearing shorts and a bra sat in a kitchen chair, a cigarette hanging from her mouth. Her eyes were partially closed, and sores covered the inside of her arms. Needles adorned the top of the table, along with empty beer bottles.
A large shirtless man with a beard that hung to his chest stood near the stove, his phone pressed to his ear. “Come by in an hour. I’ll have it then.” His glassy eyes narrowed on us, and he hung up his call. My heart thumped in my chest. “Who the fuck are you?”
I held both hands in the air, trying to put him at ease. “Just here to pick up the cash for Vincent. I’ve got whatever the two of you agreed upon.”
He looked me up and down before pulling a cigarette from a nearby pack. “How do I know that you’re really Vincent’s guys?”
Cam rolled his eyes and huffed out a breath. “This is fucking ridiculous. How else would we have the address to this shit hole? Do you want the drugs or not?”
The man stared at Cam, sizing him up for several moments. I could hear every sound in the house. The drip of the water faucet. Laughter from the television. A soft wheeze every time the stoned woman took a breath.
Finally, the man chuckled to himself and pointed a finger at Cam. “I like him. He’s funny.” He pulled a wad of cash from his pocket and shoved it toward me. “Tell Vincent he needs to send you two again next time.”
I pulled the padded envelope from my waistband and handed it to him. “I’ll do that.”
Once we were safely back in the car, Cam erupted. All the anger he had been trying to hide inside spewed to the surface. “Fucking sick of this. Did you see those kids? Mom is too high to know what is going on and—“
I cut him off with a sigh. “What do you want to do about it?”
He pinched the bridge of his nose. “No clue.”
Our options were limited. We’d grown up hearing not to call human services because we didn’t need them snooping around our house, and they were honestly a joke. According to state regulations, if food was in the house and each child had a bed, they wouldn’t remove them from the home. Hell, they had never intervened in our lives, no matter how many social workers visited.
And the police in Clearhaven were a joke. Would they even listen to something two known gang members said?
Cam stared out the window while he spoke. “I’m sick of being in the Forsaken and all the shit that comes with it. Blood in, blood out,“ he mocked. “Do you ever think about running away? Leaving it all behind?”
I tapped my fingers on the steering wheel, thinking. “Every day. What’s the real solution, though?”
He shrugged at me and fell silent for the rest of the ride.
[image: image-placeholder]The meeting with Vincent was anticlimactic–there was no meeting. I handed my envelope of cash over to Angel, and he said he would take care of it. Part of me was tempted to talk to him about what we had seen, but I didn’t want to broach the subject when so many people were around. He would know what to do or who could handle the problem.
I walked into the room I shared with Cam and stripped off my shirt. The light was still out, and I didn’t bother to turn it on as I crawled beneath the blanket. Most nights, I had been staying with Ivy, but I wanted to give her a little space since I walked in on her and Cam. They needed time to talk–or whatever worked for them. I wasn’t ready to forgive him completely; he needed to prove himself.
Sharp nails glided along my chest, and I froze before grabbing the wrist of the unknown person. “What the hell?” I muttered mainly to myself.
“I’ve missed you,” a sickly sweet voice cut through the darkness.
My heart skipped a beat while my brain caught up with what was happening. I released my grasp on the woman and pushed her away, jumping from the bed to turn on the light, thinking I was stuck in some twisted nightmare. There was no way that Arabella was in my house, tucked beneath my blankets.
Her hair was wild, and her eyes were wide as the light flickered on. A sheet was tucked around her body, and she let it fall away, exposing herself to the room. The muscle in my jaw ticked, and I ground my teeth trying to calm down. “Get the fuck out,” I managed to grit out.
She stuck her bottom lip out and crawled across the bed, her ass swinging in the air. “Don’t be like that, Niko.” She closed the distance between us, and her hands found my chest. “We both know Ivy will never be enough for you.”
Her fingers wandered down my body, and her fingers snaked beneath my waistband. She grabbed at my limp cock, and the breath in my chest hitched. My vision turned dark as pieces of memories floated through my mind.
The room was dark, candlelight flickering in the periphery. My muscles were so heavy that I couldn’t move, and my chest felt like a stone laid on top of it. Even my breaths came out staccato as panic welled inside of me. The scent of pine was overwhelming, nearly cloying, worsening the ache in my head.
And then someone’s hands wandered across my body like blades of ice before wrapping around my shaft painfully. “You think we don’t know everything you do? You assume you’re a wolf hidden among sheep, that you’re a predator. I’ll keep up the illusion for now, but you’re nothing more than prey. It’s a shame you won’t remember this tomorrow.”
A second man chuckled in the background as I struggled to fight him–to sit up–but my body wouldn’t listen to the simple commands I was giving. I was utterly powerless. Searing pain ripped through me as someone shoved inside of me. White hot agony drifted through my veins, and I clenched my eyes shut, praying that I could hold back the tears that threatened to spill from my eyes.
When I snapped back to the present, it was from the bite of nails digging into my arm. 
“No,” echoed through the room, and I realized I was the one who had uttered the words on repeat. My breath was ragged, and sweat beaded along my brow as I stared at the rivulets of blood pooling on my skin. My hand gripped Arabella tightly by the throat, and her face was ruddy. Her lips moved, but no sound came out as I squeezed tighter, lifting her body from the ground.
I should have stopped and gained some self-control, but I couldn’t. I would never allow anyone to make me feel powerless again. After everything she had done to Ivy, she had touched me without my permission.
“Why couldn’t you stop?” I whispered as my grasp tightened. “Why did you have to touch me? Just like they did.”
Sweat beaded along my body as my fingers pressed tighter along her neck. Her eyes bulged as she strained for air, but there was no stopping. I felt the soft tissue cave, but I didn’t let go. I felt no remorse when her body went slack. 
Even when her lips turned pale, I was caught in the tidal wave of my emotions. I channeled all of my anger and disgust into what I was doing. If she had snuck into my room once, would she do it again? Probably.
Someone walked into the room behind me and stopped, their breath hitching at the sight before them. “Oh, fuck,” Cam mumbled. He wrapped his arms around my torso and lowered his voice. “Niko, snap out of it. Let her go.”
My eyes stung even as he comforted me. “I can’t,” I murmured. “She touched me.”
He rested his head on my shoulder, and he kissed my cheek. “I know, but she won’t ever again.”
My voice came out small, and the ball in my throat threatened to choke me. “Promise?”
His lips brushed against my cheek. “I promise.”
My hand relaxed, and Arabella’s naked body hit the ground with a thud. For some reason, I expected her to inhale deeply, cough, anything. Instead, she lay unmoving, her eyes staring straight ahead at the wall.
Trey sauntered into the room with an energy drink and tilted his head, staring down at the body. “Let me call my guy,” he muttered. “No one else can find out about this. If the Order finds out it was us...”
He didn’t have to finish the statement. Between Arabella and our involvement with Ivy, it would be a death sentence or start a war. I was too emotionally exhausted to think about that. It was a problem for future me.  








Chapter 47

Ivy
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Someone rapped at the front door, and I lifted myself from the sofa, curious about who it was. Given the current situation, I was the last person who should have answered the door. My wedding to Wells loomed in my mind, setting me on edge. So far, they had given me my last two weeks of freedom, but the Order could revoke its silent agreement at any time. 
I stared through the small peephole and breathed a sigh of relief that Rosalyn and Caleb stood on the other side. As soon as it swung open, Caleb wrapped me in his arms, inhaling deeply. “I’ve missed you, princess.”
Rosalyn scoffed at him, throwing her elbow into his ribs. “I’m sure you do, Vance, but we have more important things to discuss right now. Where are the guys?” Beneath one arm, she carried a brown padded envelope, and I was curious about the contents.
I lifted a shoulder. “Not sure. They said they had something to do for Vincent earlier, and I fell asleep. When I woke up, they weren’t back yet.” I peered out the door before closing it, noticing the same black SUV parked slightly down the street. Something about its appearance unsettled me. I couldn’t see the driver, but I knew they were watching. Waiting for something to happen.
Without saying a word, I motioned for Caleb and Ros to walk with me to the kitchen. Finals were in a week, and I had more studying to catch up on than I cared to admit. I desperately needed coffee to help me stay up. Why I was still trying to study and write term papers was beyond me. After this semester, I wouldn’t be attending Clearhaven University, especially if it was up to my future fiancé.
While I set up the small drip coffee maker, Rosalyn and Caleb sank into chairs around the table, staring at me. Rosalyn cleared her throat and clasped her hands together. “How are you doing with everything?”
I didn’t make eye contact with her as I looked in the cabinet for my favorite coffee cup. It was white with the word yolo on it and a small chip on the rim. I loved it–maybe because it was a little broken like me. “I’m fine. You know how the end of any term is.”
Her eyes narrowed when I turned to meet her gaze. “That isn’t what I mean, Ivy.”
I knew exactly what she meant, but I was avoiding it. I was terrified and angry that my decisions had been ripped from me. Late at night, I mulled over ways to escape the hand that fate had given me. I had a potential plan I’d been mulling over, but I would never voice it to anyone. If I did, they would try to stop me, and if it went sideways, I would be killed on the spot.
I gave her a small smile as I poured the bitter liquid into the cup. “I’m choosing to ignore it for the moment and hoping we come up with a plan.”
Caleb tapped on his phone, his brows drawn together. “The guys are on the way back now, so we should wait to discuss everything until they’re here.”
I stirred milk into the steaming cup, and he gestured for me to come closer, pulling me onto his lap. His hands brushed up and down my arms. “When did you become friends with them? I thought y’all hated each other?”
His caresses paused, and he laid his chin on my shoulder. “Friends might be a little too liberal. I would say that Trey and I are allies working toward a common goal.”
His lips brushed along my neck, and Ros made gagging noises at him. I laughed at her while drinking my coffee.
I hummed to myself as I sipped on the liquid, basking in Caleb’s warmth and committing it to memory while talking with Ros about classes. How many more moments like this did we have left? If I was forced to marry Wells, would I also lose my friendship with her?
Trey was the first to appear, a smudge of dirt adorning his cheek. Cam and Niko didn’t look any better, and I wanted to know what they had been doing for Vincent. “The three of you look like you’ve been in the woods digging a grave,” I stated, mild amusement coloring my words.
Trey snorted at me before sitting in a chair across from me heavily, his lack of sleep lining his face. “Maybe we were.” His focus turned to Ros and Caleb. “What’s up?”
Cam grabbed a coffee mug from the cabinet and poured himself a cup. “What he means to say is, why are you here on a Sunday night?”
Niko ignored them, settling at my side and touching my thigh. Something flashed behind his eyes, deeper than the typical fatigue, but within an instant, it was gone. He pointed at the envelope lying on the table. “What did you find?”
Slowly, Ros plucked papers from inside and passed them to Trey. “I found these inside my grandfather’s office. There are dozens of them. Payments from Mercury Capital.”
Trey’s eyes lit up as he scanned the documents. “The same people that run the Gilded Lily.”
Ros nodded at him slowly. “I overheard a discussion he had on the phone the other day about placing troubled youth, and something doesn’t sit right with me. I think he’s using his position at the church to find new people for the Order. He’s doing it all in the name of helping the children, but...”
Trey pinched the bridge of his nose. “I haven’t had enough time to go through all the correspondence from either of their phones yet, and the program hasn’t been on there long, but there are weird messages. Discussions about drop-offs for meat.”
He pulled one up and passed his phone around the table. When I glanced at the message, my stomach churned with unease.
Jensen: Tonight at seven, one beef shipment will be available for sale. Very tender. Pick up at the usual spot.
Vance: I’ll post about it. Buyers get very excited about tender meat.
Niko’s face paled over my shoulder. “So, what do we do with the information we have? We know that someone is paying Deacon Jensen; they have incredibly suspicious messages, and there are files of missing people from Clearhaven. Nothing is concrete, though.”
Caleb nuzzled against my skin further. “I think I should confront my grandfather. If I show my cards, maybe he’ll let me bargain with him, and I can convince him to leave Ivy alone.”
Cam shook his head. “That sounds like a death sentence. I don’t like you, but I would prefer if you didn’t die.”
Caleb kissed the top of my shoulder. “It’s a chance I’m willing to take. I can’t stand the idea of Ivy being with one of those old fucks.”
Trey sat back further in his chair and rubbed his eyes. “There’s another option we haven’t discussed yet, and I think it’s time. We have the DNA results. What if we took a trip to Strathmore?”
I knew what he was insinuating, and I tensed immediately. Meeting Hunter Nicholson wasn’t high on my priority list. I had heard about Wayne Ayers’ part in the murder of my mother, and if Hunter was anything like my sperm donor, I wanted nothing to do with him. There was also a strong possibility he was also involved with the Order.
“No.” The word slipped out of my mouth before I could stop it.
Cam stalked over to the table and leaned against the wood, palms flat. “Yes.” Everyone fell silent as they watched him. “We’re running out of options. Trey and I talked about it on the way home. He’s researched Hunter and his friends. Even put out messages on a forum. As of right now, we have no reason to believe that he, or anyone he is associated with, has anything to do with the Order. Your biological father, on the other hand, is a completely different story. It seems like he was involved secretly in the flesh trade. We’re going tomorrow after classes, whether you like it or not.”
My heart hammered in my veins, and I gripped the edge of the table to steady myself, allowing his words to sink in. “What do you mean, flesh trade?”
Trey shifted in his seat before looking at me. “From what I could gather from a friend, he was involved in auctioning off women at a club that no longer exists. Think of a budget version of the Gilded Lily. He went missing not long after that.” He pulled off his glasses, carefully peering down at the lenses. “Cam’s right. We’re running out of options. My informant told me Hunter hangs out at a strip club most evenings, and we should try to find him there.”
Everything was happening too fast, but also not fast enough. I swallowed another sip of coffee and tried to calm my pulse. I had so many questions, but if Hunter wasn’t anything like Wayne Ayers, maybe he could help. 








Chapter 48

Caleb
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Ros and I left the home where Ivy was staying, and I tried to calm myself down. What I had planned was foolish, but I had to do something. Ros stared straight ahead as she drove, not bothering to fill the silence between us with music or conversation. “You can’t do it, Caleb. I don’t want to marry you, but I don’t want you dead, either. It will break her heart.” 
I scoffed to myself before pressing my cheek against the cold glass. “It feels like mine is already breaking,” I murmured quietly. “Life won’t be worth living without her in it.”
It sounded so dramatic, and if you had asked me six months ago if I had the capacity to love someone, I would have laughed. Something about Ivy made me want to lock her away where no one else could find her–protect her, to keep her safe. I didn’t even understand why I felt like that.
“He’ll kill you,” she said, her lips pursed. “You know better than to threaten someone from the Order.”
I hid my face behind my hands, knowing she was right. “Luthor is missing right now and he would never let Arabella take over. I think that is the only thing keeping me safe. He needs an heir.”
The truck stopped in front of my house, which had always felt more like a prison and less like a home. She grabbed my hand and squeezed it. “I hope you know what you’re doing.”
So did I.
I nodded at her and straightened my shoulders, readying myself for battle before I slipped from my seat. “Text me,” she called out, her voice thick with worry, but I kept walking.
Once inside, I crept up the front steps, hoping to find my grandfather in his study alone. The last thing I needed to deal with was another member of the Order or Keith, given what I wanted to say. My palms were wet from the nerves I was trying to hide, and I wiped them on my pants.
The massive oak door stood before me, and I knocked once, trying to keep my breath even. “Come in.”
Keeping my shoulders squared, I walked into the room. Luckily, no one else was present, and I let out a sigh of relief. “We need to talk.” I sat in the leather seat across from his desk and crossed my legs, hoping to convey an air of confidence.
My grandfather pulled out a cigar and toyed with it for a moment. “I was wondering when you would have the balls to come to me. This is about the girl?”
Fletcher Vance was intelligent, and there was a reason he had made it to where he was–well, that and old money. “Yes. I want to make a deal.”
The room was stifling with the fire roaring in the corner, and I struggled not to wipe the sweat forming on my body from the heat and my anxiety. My grandfather eyed me curiously before placing the cigar in his mouth and lighting it. He puffed out a ring of smoke, allowing the fragrant scent to fill the room. “Tell me something, Caleb. What do you have that I could possibly want? Even with your trust fund, you couldn’t pay the price for your plaything.”
It all came down to that exact moment. I had to lay my cards on the table. There wasn’t any more time left to toy around with a plan that wouldn’t work. “I’ve been collecting information on you, the Order, and the church. Tell me if I have something wrong.”
My grandfather’s posture didn’t change, and he raised an eyebrow at me, waiting for me to continue. “The church finds children from broken homes or areas that aren’t great. The Order pays a finder’s fee to certain members, and the teens are used by its members. This has been going on for at least a decade. Ivy’s mother was one of the unfortunate people that caught someone’s eye.”
My grandfather swiveled in his chair to face me. “A decade?” He let out a low laugh. “And what do you plan on doing with this information?”
It was all or nothing. This was the equivalent of pushing all of my poker chips into the middle of the table during a round of cards. “I want Ivy in exchange for my silence. I’ll send the documents to news outlets and the police.”
He sat there pondering my words for a moment before he stood and fastened the top button of his jacket. “Let’s take a walk.”
The anger I expected for him to express at my threat was vacant, and I took a deep breath, hoping that my gamble had paid off. Quietly, we strolled through the house to the back door. It was pitch black outside, and I tucked my hands in my pockets. “I loved your father very much. He was such a precocious child,” he said as we descended the steps into the backyard. “He absorbed everything like a sponge. And he was an outstanding leader. Captain of the football team in high school. Student government president in college. People loved him.”
We approached the wood line behind the house but didn’t stop, and fear skated up my spine. “I betrothed him to your mother, Rebecca, and they fell in love instantly. And then they had you. Until then, I had shielded him and his new bride from most of the business I was involved with.”
His pace slowed when he came to a small clearing. The wind cut through my clothing, chilling me. “You’re a lot like your mother. Inquisitive with a good moral compass. Unfortunately, she also discovered some of the same things you did. Have you ever wondered where your parents disappeared to?”
I nodded slowly, sure that he couldn’t see in the dark, but knowing he had a point. Light flooded the area from his phone, and in front of me sat two small unmarked headstones. Cold steel pushed into my side. “They never left, Caleb. They’ve been here the entire time.” My muscles felt weak, and I struggled to stay upright. “The next time you attempt to threaten me, you’ll join them. I hope this stunt was worth it. Your cousin will be back this weekend, and I’ll have him shoot you for me and then fuck your corpse.”
I needed to be away from him, and the words that had faded into the background. My heart raced, and I spun on my heel, running into the woods to escape away from him. I wasn’t sure if he would shoot me or allow me to flee as my feet pounded against the dirt and limbs tore at my skin. Adrenaline alone kept me going.
They never left. Their bodies had been less than a thousand yards from where I slept every night. Whenever I asked him a question, he knew the answer and chose not to tell me. Fatigue set in, and I slowed to a jog before leaning against a tree.
The darkness seemed to stretch on forever as I came to terms with the fact that I had failed. For a moment, there had been a sliver of hope that I had prevailed, but that was never the case. Ivy was never meant to be mine, no matter how hard I fought for her or what my heart said. 








Chapter 49

Ivy
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Slowly I had been putting myself back together piece by broken piece. I didn’t look at the table across the room, the one where Cam had pulled photos from his backpack, and vitriol flew from his mouth. My heart was conflicted where he was concerned, but it didn’t erase his words or the ache they caused deep in my chest. I wanted to trust him when honeyed words fell from his lips, but I couldn’t. It would have been like trusting the devil because he told you he had once been God’s favorite angel. I’d agreed to give him one last chance, but we were destined to end in heartbreak. 
I could say the same for all the guys that surrounded me.
With less than two weeks of freedom left, I decided to study in the cafeteria, surrounded by people. The last thing I wanted to deal with was the dean, the man the Order claimed was my future husband, finding me in a dark corner of the library and confronting me. The less I had to deal with him, the better.
Almost like my thoughts had summoned him, Abraham Wells sat beside me. His fingers plucked the pen I was holding from my hand. “Little lamb, you’re a tough person to find,” he hissed between his teeth. Outwardly, he seemed like the cool, composed man he presented himself, but the thrumming of the vein at his temple gave away his displeasure. “I hope you’re ready for our wedding. It’s funny, but your aunt seems to have gone missing.”
I swallowed, hoping not to give anything away. “I wouldn’t know about that. We aren’t exactly on speaking terms currently.” Or ever, considering I had sliced open her throat.
He took my hand in his, squeezing to where the bones ground. “It’s irrelevant. Her job was done. Unfortunate that she couldn’t seem to perform all of her duties. You fell in with that band of miscreants. Once you’re mine, I won’t have to worry about them. They’ll eventually be taken care of accordingly.”
I bit the inside of my cheek until copper flooded my mouth. Them being taken care of sounded a lot like a threat against them, which was against the terms of my deal. “You had said that if I married you–”
He raised an eyebrow and leaned closer, cutting me off. “I had said that their siblings would be safe. No one promised amnesty to the men who have touched what is mine. I paid for you and bided my time until I could have you.”
His grip on me tightened until sharp pains flew up my wrist. I glared at him, refusing to give him the reaction he sought. Finally, he dropped it and stood, brushing wrinkles out of his pants. “I hope you are having a good time now, Ivy, because when you are my wife, all of this will cease. I will mold you into the perfect woman.”
If he thought I would ever be the perfect anything, he was wrong. I had to figure out how to stop the wedding, protect Maya and Katya, and save the guys. As much as I didn’t want to meet Hunter Nicholson, my half-brother or uncle, he was my last lifeline. I only hoped he was nothing like the men of power I had met.
[image: image-placeholder]Time had dragged by while I waited for the guys to get out of classes. Thankfully, after Wells left, no one else had spoken with me. Caleb and Ros sat at the cafeteria table with me, our books packed, ready to go. “You don’t have to come with us, guys,” I stated, taking a sip of water to calm my nerves.
Ros shot me a look. “I don’t have to, but try to stop me. You need moral support. Besides, who will have the audacity to stop Cameron Barrett if he runs his mouth? His boys don’t exactly have an impressive track record. Be glad I didn’t call your brother to go with me.”
I wrinkled my nose up at the mention of my friend’s kind of maybe boyfriend. “I don’t think he would care either way.”
Ros grinned at me before stretching. “You’d be surprised, but you know who would be very interested in hearing about today’s meeting? Frankie.”
I internally groaned to myself, knowing she was right. If I was meeting Hunter, the last thing I needed was for Frankie to show up with her shotgun, or worse. Trey appeared next to us and kissed my forehead. “Ready, new girl? The guys are waiting in the car for us.”
I stood and tugged down the edge of my clothes, mumbling about never being ready. As accurate as that was, I also knew that given my newest information regarding my arrangement with Wells, I couldn’t afford to procrastinate any longer. Or let the nervous energy bubbling in my stomach stop me.
Ros hugged me tightly before Caleb grabbed my hand, twining our fingers together. We walked silently to the small parking lot, and he stopped beside Niko’s car. His face nuzzled next to my ear. “See you there, princess,” he murmured, pressing a quick kiss beneath my ear.
Trey shook his head and smiled at me as Caleb walked towards Ros’ truck. “I’m surprised he didn’t con you into riding with them.”
I climbed into the car and stared at him for a moment. “Don’t tempt me. There’s still time.”
[image: image-placeholder]The car ride to Strathmore was thankfully uneventful. When we hit the city limits and the welcome sign appeared, a wave of nostalgia hit me. It was nearly Christmas time. This year was slated to be very different than it had been previously. Twelve months ago, I had no idea that I was living a lie that would come crashing down around me.
Even from the interstate, I could see the Christmas lights shining through the windows of shops and offices. Niko pulled off the highway, and Cam laid his hand on top of my thigh, squeezing. “It’s going to be fine,” he whispered so only I could hear.
I could only hope that he was right.
It was a little after six when we parked outside of Inferno. A few cars were already there, although it was a Monday, and my anxiety tried to make another appearance. I pushed it down as far as I could, my heart thrumming beneath my skin and sweat clinging to it.
Rosalyn parked beside us, and the six of us made our way to the doorway. A man taller and broader than any of the guys with a scar on his face stood just inside the establishment wearing dress pants and a white button-up. He looked us up and down, but said nothing as we pushed past him.
Trey chose a table on the outskirts of the room and arranged chairs around it. I took a seat and peered around the room. The space smelled like a mixture of sweat, beer, and perfume. Upbeat rock music played in the background, tempting me to fidget in my chair. A statuesque dancer stood center stage on a platform, wearing only lacey panties, sky-high heels, and a bejeweled choker.
Finally, I caught sight of my target. Trey had shown us all pictures of Hunter the night before, and I had committed his face to memory. He was a handsome man in his thirties with dark hair and even darker eyes. A curvy, blond woman sat beside him and leaned close to whisper over a piece of paper. Across the table sat another man with hair the color of sunshine and tattoos covering his forearms. The three of them didn’t notice anyone around them, lost in the intensity of their conversation.
Rosalyn nudged me. “You look like you’ve seen a ghost. I’m ordering us drinks.” She sashayed across the floor with an air of confidence I could only hope to have someday. Wherever Rosalyn was, she fit in seamlessly. She grinned at the bartender and slid cash in her direction before returning.
“What do we do now?” Niko asked beside me.
Cam sighed, leaning back. “We have a few drinks and wait. Unless little ghost is bold enough to sit at that table in front of his friends and tell them why she’s here.”
The idea filled me with dread. Another thought struck me as Ros placed drinks on the table. “What if he wants nothing to do with me?”
Body heat permeated my skin from behind, and expensive cologne filled my nostrils. A heavy hand landed on my shoulder. “Hmm, I don’t know. Why don’t you just ask him, little ghost?” someone unfamiliar murmured. 
My mouth went dry, and I took a sip of the beer before I glanced at the man with the mocking voice standing at my back. My heart stopped as I stared into piercing emerald green. Cam tried to push his chair back to stand, but the man was faster, shoving it into the table.
The sound of a gun being cocked reverberated in my ears, and the man smiled, nodding to the tall guy near the entrance. “I knew you were going to be the one to try something,” he mumbled to Cam. “I think we need to have a conversation. Joey, take them to the office.”








Chapter 50

Ivy
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The rock music playing in the background faded away, and Cam glared at the man with green eyes. “Who the fuck are you?” 
The man in question gave him an odd smile that didn’t meet his eyes. “Well, since you asked so politely, my name is Dominic. The better question is, who the fuck are you?” His eyes scanned our table. “Any of you.”
Joey rolled his eyes, and the corner of his lips tugged up. “I didn’t know babysitting was in my job description.”
Dominic’s grin widened. “It’s not, but it does include pest control.”
I shivered at Dominic’s choice of words and placed my hand on Cam’s wrist, hoping to ease the tension at the table. “Let’s just go to the office and talk,” I said calmly.
I stood, and the man put his hand on my lower back. “Your girl is smarter than the rest of you.”
By that point, Cam’s face was ruddy from anger, and Niko eyed Dominic’s hand warily. Caleb and Trey stayed silent, watching everything unfold. I shook my head at him, begging him not to cause a scene. Well, more than had already occurred.
We shuffled across the room, and the man I had come here to see, Hunter Nicholson, raised an eyebrow as we passed by. Dominic tipped his chin up to him before leading us into a dark hallway and flinging open a door. “After you.”
A desk, a leather sofa, three expensive-looking chairs, and a filing cabinet sat inside. Nothing seemed out of sorts, and there was nothing that screamed danger, but my brain told me something different. Run. The guys all piled onto the couch, Joey’s gun trained on them, while me and Ros each took a seat in front of the desk.
We sat there in silence until someone entered the room, and a feminine voice spoke. “For fuck’s sake, Dominic, what have you done? These are children.”
Dominic’s laughter unnerved me, and I gazed up at the curvy, blond woman from earlier. “Children? These men aren’t that much younger than you, sweetheart.”
“Don’t sweetheart me right now,” she huffed out as she sank into a spare chair behind the desk and kicked her feet up on the top. “Joey, put your gun away. We need more tumblers than I have back here for this number of guests.”
She turned to me and gave me a tight-lipped smile. “I see you have already met Dom and Joey. You’ll have to excuse their bad manners. We’re all a little on edge lately. I’m Rayne.”
“Ivy,” I murmured, my cheeks heating. This was not how I anticipated meeting a member of his family. I cleared my throat. “I need to speak to Hunter, if that’s possible.”
She tilted her head slightly and nodded twice. “Don’t worry; you’ll have a chance. He just had to take a phone call first. I’ll get everyone a drink while we wait.”
Joey returned with several tumblers, and Rayne sat up, reaching inside the desk. She pulled out a bottle of whiskey and poured some into each one. Joey handed the glasses out, and Rayne raised hers in the air before drinking the contents. Finally, Hunter and the light-haired man from earlier entered the room, closing the door behind him.
“What’s going on?” Hunter asked, his voice much deeper than I expected.
Dominic opened his mouth, but Rayne raised a hand. “Not you. Let Ivy tell us why she’s here.” He rounded the corner of the desk, eating away at any distance between them, and whispered in her ear. A flush spread across her skin, and I felt like I was witnessing an intimate moment I shouldn’t be privy to. She shoved at his chest. “Go on, Ivy.”
I took a cue from the older woman sitting across from me and swallowed the contents of my glass, hoping to gain some courage from it. Everything came out in a rush. “I recently discovered that you’re my brother, or maybe uncle, and I have no one else. I need help, and the situation is complicated.” Rather than answer him verbally, Trey passed him his phone.
Hunter’s eyes went wide, and the man standing beside him pulled out a joint, lighting it. “How do you know?”
Ros placed her head on her hand and pushed her empty tumbler toward Rayne. “I think I need another drink for the rest of this discussion.”
Rayne looked amused and poured her another drink. “I think we all do.”
Hunter sharply inhaled and leaned against the wall, staring at the screen. “Well, to answer one question, you’re my sister. If you were hoping dearest daddy—”
I stopped whatever he was going to say. “Not a chance. I want nothing to do with him. He’s as bad as the man who claimed to be my father and the people surrounding him.” I managed not to say maybe even worse out loud. I knew he had been involved in auctioning off women, but what about the things I didn’t know?
Hunter’s eyes narrowed at me slightly. “How do you know that, and who is your father?”
Niko kicked at Trey’s foot, and Trey wiped a hand down his face. “She knows because of me. I researched everything. She didn’t want to meet you because she was afraid you were like him.”
Hunter scoffed and hooked two fingers at me, beckoning me to follow him. “The rest of you can entertain our guests. It seems Ivy and me have some things to discuss.”
Niko started to rise, but Trey blocked him with his arm. “Chill the fuck out and let her go. Maybe if you’re nice enough, Mr. Tall, Blond, and Scary will share his weed with you.”
The man grinned at him. “While that has a nice ring to it, Ethan is fine. Your friend is right. Hunter won’t hurt her.”
I left the room, nails digging into my palms, completely unsure of what to expect. Maybe bringing everyone with me for moral support was a major misstep. We sat down at the bar top together, and he ordered us drinks. “Tell me what you need.”
His eyes were warm and kind, lulling me into comfort as we downed drink after drink. I told him everything. How I was being forced to marry Wells to keep the three teenagers safe, and how my supposed father was in prison. How, even if I married Wells, the men that I had grown to love were in danger. About the church funneling teenagers to the Order to use for their pleasure. How the gang was distributing drugs for the secret society. I even told him how I had been trapped at the Gilded Lily. The words spewed out of my mouth, and he listened, occasionally nodding.
Finally, when the edges of the world blurred around me from fatigue and alcohol, he stood up. “Here’s what we’re going to do. You and your friends will stay the night at the Midas Hotel. By now, Ethan probably has them all kinds of fucked up, and there’s no way in hell you’ll end up back in Clearhaven tonight.”
“We don’t have that kind of money,” I argued with him. A hotel named after a myth wouldn’t be cheap even if we pooled all of our money together…
Hunter sighed at me and shook his head. “I’m close friends with the owner. It’s not an issue. Just tell me how many rooms you need. One or...?”
The question hung in the air, and I felt my skin grow warm at the question. What would he think when he found out about my relationship? “Umm. Two rooms.”
He chuckled under his breath as we walked back to the office. “You don’t have to be embarrassed, Ivy. No one here will judge you. Least of all me.”
And as Hunter predicted, everyone, with the exception of Dominic, looked like they were having the time of their lives. Ethan had wedged his body between Cam and Niko and had his arms thrown over their shoulders. Rayne laughed, her head laying on the desk at whatever had been said. “Told you,” Hunter mumbled.
Hunter and I rode in the back of Dominic’s SUV. Everyone else was escorted by a very unhappy looking Joey. Hunter stared at the window as he spoke. “I can’t help you, not how you want me to. I wish I could, but things are complicated. You’re going to have to do this yourself. First things first. The leader of the gang has to go. That’s the easiest part. We need to buy you some more time.”
“We don’t have more,” I told him, my voice cracking at the words.
He patted my knee. “That’s where you’re wrong. I just need a little more time to figure out the Order.” My eyes widened as he whispered to me, telling me what his plan was. My heart skipped a beat as he murmured beneath his breath, keeping his eyes fixed forward. When he finished, he shifted to face me. “One last thing. You can’t tell anyone. It has to remain a secret. Do you understand? Not a single soul. Not even your priest.”
I nodded as the car stopped in front of the massive hotel. I reached for the door handle, and he stopped me. “What is the name of the man who raised you?”
“Thomas Spencer, may he rest in hell.”
Hunter gave me a cheeky grin. “I like you. Don’t hesitate to call me if you need me.”








Chapter 51

Niko
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Meeting Ivy’s brother and his family was nothing like I had expected. Ivy was fairly tight-lipped about what they had said when she returned to the hotel they had put us in. Surrounded by luxury, you would have expected a bacchanalian orgy to have taken place, but instead, everyone fell asleep around us. Ivy hadn’t told me what Hunter had said; she was keeping her secrets, and so were we, even after all we had been through. 
Sweat pooled on my skin as I slowly moved inside of her, determined to relish every bit of time we had together. I watched how her face twisted as she came, her pussy tightening around me. It sent bolts of electricity zipping beneath my skin. I memorized everything about how she looked at that moment. The pale scar on her cheek and the way her lips parted. Her nipples pebbled beneath my chest, and Trey’s initial carved between her breasts. How she clung to me like life depended on it, and how I wished that was true. 
A part of me felt like she was slipping between my fingers, just like time. “When we get back to Clearhaven, I want you to go to the woods with us,” I murmured quietly as I thrust inside her. I didn’t tack on the words one last time because that was what it felt like. “Maybe this weekend.”
She ran her fingertips along my chest, tracing the tattoos there. Her fingertips glided across the scar on my hip that she had given me and lingered there. “Only if you go wedding dress shopping with me and Ros.” I nestled my head into her shoulder, trying to quiet my grunts, and came, spilling my cum inside her. 
Wedding planning was the furthest thing from my mind. I didn’t want to help her plan anything for the event that felt more like a death sentence rather than a celebration. My heart squeezed at her words, and the back of my eyes stung. Why did everything have to be so hard? “Thought you already had a dress.”
All she said was, “Change of plans,” before her breathing slowed beside me.
[image: image-placeholder]The week passed by too quickly. Classes, studying, and family dinners were a part of our regular schedule. Ensuring our siblings completed their homework and showed up at school, laundry and dishes. It was domestic, and I could almost forget about the rain cloud hovering above my head. Almost.
Friday night rolled around, and I cornered Ivy in the small hallway outside her room, crowding her in with my body. Caging her in with my arms, I ducked my head close to her ear. My voice was husky, betraying my need for her. “Ready for tonight?”
Her hands wound into my shirt. “If you can promise me two things.”
I allowed my nose to glide along her ear. “Anything for you, solnyshka. Tell me what you need.” I allowed my hands to brush down her arms, and she shivered beneath my touch.
“The first one is easy. I want all of you to come to the wedding. Maya, Katya, and Sergei too. I need this from you.”
I froze in place, unsure of what to say. Seeing her marry Wells would be torture, my form of Hell on earth, but I wouldn’t have it any other way. Even if she married him, it wouldn’t be for long. I would gladly go to prison rather than see her married to someone from the Order.
“What’s the second one?”
She bit down on her lip and laughed. “I need you to kill Vincent for me. I’ll do it myself if I have to, but...”
I cupped her face with my palm and brushed my lips against hers. “Done.”
“That was easier than I thought it would be,” she mumbled, and I smirked.
“For some reason, I thought you would want something unattainable or impossible. A dragon or a unicorn. Murder is easy,” I told her, taking a step back. “Go grab your shoes. You’re going to need them to run.”
She chewed on her bottom lip and let go of my shirt. “Is Caleb coming too?” she asked in a quiet voice.
I had no desire to share Ivy with only a week left together, but Trey had already messaged him. He didn’t give a fuck about what any of the rest of us wanted at this point. His only concern was for Ivy. “Don’t worry. He’ll be there.”
[image: image-placeholder]The wind was biting, and tiny particles of sand cut into my skin like shards of glass. It had been a toss-up between the graveyard and the beach. The grove of trees on the far side felt far more fitting. Like everything had come full circle. It was how we met Ivy and the way I was saying goodbye, at least for a while.
I knew that the location was secluded and would be empty, especially at night. Perfect for what I had in mind. “Ever done something like this before?” I asked Caleb, trying to make small talk.
He shoved his hands in his pockets and looked at me from across the beach. “There’s a first time for everything.”
His words spurred me on, sparking a sense of competitiveness in me. I wanted to be the one to catch Ivy. The one who made her fall onto the ground, marking her hands and knees solely for the reason of marking her. I wanted to be the one to claim her first and for her to cry out my name as I drove inside of her.
Ivy stood near Trey and Cam, waiting for the hunt to begin. I walked over, my feet sinking into the silt with every step. She looked so perfect with pink cheeks, her hoodie dwarfing her, making her look fragile and vulnerable. I gripped her by the back of her neck, pulling her flush with my body. “Are you ready for this, baby?”
Her eyes darkened at my words, and she shifted on her feet. “I was born ready. Tell Trey not to cut off my clothes this time because it’s fucking cold out here.”
I chuckled to myself, knowing that he had overheard her. “Run,” I whispered against her ear, and she took off, her legs pumping as she made her way to the trees. She needed a head start, time to run or hide, to make this worthwhile. I wasn’t sure which one I wanted more.
I squeezed my cock through my pants, trying to ease the throbbing that had already started. Ivy’s silhouette vanished into the darkness, and I counted in my head, trying to ensure she had enough of a head start. Finally, I slowly stalked toward the tree line, the other men following behind me. I would never tire of chasing her and the thrill of the hunt.
Once the trees shrouded me, I broke into a jog, instinctively cutting to the left. I could feel my heart pounding in my veins as I searched for the woman that had become the object of my obsession. A flash of color caught my attention, and I sprinted faster, a feral grin overtaking my face.
Her steps were quiet, barely rustling the fallen leaves, but if I focused hard enough, occasionally, I would hear the snap of a twig or the echo of her breath surrounding me. I paused for a moment, listening carefully to the sounds of the night, and peered into the shadows. It was silent; the only other sounds were the distant sounds of footprints from the other men searching in the woods.
“Baby, I know you’re hiding somewhere in the brush. Tell me something, Ivy. How wet are you already knowing that as soon as I find you, I will fuck you against whatever tree you’re concealed behind?” I said the words quietly enough not to alert anyone else in the woods, but a small gasp came from the right, alerting me to her location.
I slinked slowly towards the sound, a tendril of auburn hair visible in the dim moonlight. I grabbed it, winding my fingers through the wavy strands, and forced her to rise to her feet. Without a sound, I claimed her mouth as my cock strained against my pants, begging to be set free. As promised, I let go of her hair and pushed her back against the tree, relishing how she panted beneath my touch. As I ran my free hand down her body, she shivered in anticipation, and I yanked the waistband of her pants, forcing them to her thighs.
My hand trailed along the pale skin of her legs, noticing that it was already damp with arousal, as my mouth descended to her neck. A low growl escaped my throat when I realized she was ready for me. I licked and sucked on the sensitive skin as my fingers plunged inside her. She gasped as I fucked her with my fingers, marking her shoulder with my teeth. Her chest heaved with each breath, and I could feel her pussy clamp around me.
Ivy caught up in pleasure was exquisite and perfect. The sounds she made. The way her face twisted as she came. And for right now, she was mine.
I pulled them out and gently circled her clit with a feather-light touch. “Please,” she whimpered, and I chuckled at the sound of her begging. I hadn’t teased her enough for her to come yet.
Leaves rustled behind me, and our time alone together was up. When I glanced toward the noise, I noticed it was Caleb who had found us first. His fingers reached for the button on his jeans as he watched us. My fingers pushed back inside her, and her head fell back, lost in the moment.
Slowly Caleb approached us, and I knew what he wanted, his cock hard in his hand. He moved his fist up and down along his length as he studied Ivy with hooded eyes. I leaned close to Ivy, trailing my tongue along her neck before releasing her. “Get on your knees, baby. I want to see your pretty lips wrapped around Caleb’s cock.”
She dropped to her knees with wide eyes and parted her lips. Inch by inch, the length of his dick disappeared inside her mouth. I placed my hand between her shoulder blades and urged her lower. Her pants were still trapped around her thighs, and I ripped them lower to expose more of her skin to the chilly night air before freeing my cock.
Caleb’s fingers twisted in Ivy’s curls, his attention solely on her as she sucked him, her cheeks hollowing up. He grunted as his hips rocked against her face. “Princess, that feels so good,” he praised, pulling his bottom lip between his teeth.
I’d always wondered what she had seen in him before now. He’d fucked up just like the rest of us had, and I still didn’t like him, but even I could admit he was beautiful. He was cocky and arrogant. Too sure of himself. But seeing him with her–really seeing him–he adored her.
I spread her thighs apart as my hand moved along the column of barbells that decorated my shaft, lightly tugging before thrusting inside her warm, wet heat. Her pussy was heaven as it wrapped around me, squeezing me tightly. “Just like that, baby,” I coaxed as she rocked back onto my dick. My hands clutched her hips as our skin slapped together. The only other sound was our breaths and Ivy’s occasional gag as he fucked her face.
“Looks like the fun has already started,” Trey stated, out of breath as he walked up, twigs snapping beneath his feet. I grunted in response and snapped my hips against Ivy, driving harder into her.
Trey didn’t waste time joining the action, kneeling next to Ivy. He stroked her cheek gently, not caring that her mouth was full of Caleb’s cock. “Hey, new girl. Want me and Niko to fill you up again? Make you come so hard you black out?”
She lifted her head to him and nodded, tears streaming down her cheeks. Seeing the trails somehow made me even harder, and I pulled out to the tip before pushing back inside with a punishing stroke.
If that was what she wanted, I would let her have it. Trey could have her ass, but her pussy was mine. Caleb stepped back, his dick leaving Ivy’s mouth with a pop. “Then let’s get you situated, princess,” he told her gently. Carefully, he removed her pants, his fingers softly trailing along her legs while I settled on my back. With two fingers, I motioned for her to come closer.
She stalked closer, and I noted the flush of her cheeks and how her chest heaved with every breath. She wanted all of us. When she straddled me, slowly sinking down on my dick, her eyes fluttered closed. I caressed her cheek before capturing her mouth with mine. Biting down on her lip caused tiny mewls to escape her mouth.
She needed a distraction as Trey pushed inside of her, stretching her out. My hand snaked beneath the hem of her shirt and past the under wire of her bra, finding her nipple. She whimpered as I pinched it, then soothed it with the pad of my thumb.
To my surprise, Trey didn’t take her ass like he usually would. Instead, I felt the head of his cock press against my length. Ivy pulled away from me, surprise etched in her fingers. He soothed her with a whisper, and she relaxed, looking up at Caleb. Caleb ran a hand along her jawline. “You’re doing so good, baby,” he crooned as Trey pushed further inside Ivy.
The sensation was almost too much for even me to handle. He would pull out the tiniest fraction before pushing in further, incrementally seating himself inside her. His fingers traveled between our bodies, finding Ivy’s clit.
Her back arched, and I gritted my teeth, trying to think of anything else other than how her pussy felt like a vise around me. Ivy grabbed Caleb’s cock, and her tongue darted out, licking along the crown as Trey bucked his hips, burying himself to the hilt inside her. “Fuck, this is the hottest thing I have ever seen,” Caleb groaned as Ivy started sucking him off again.
If I weren’t so caught up in the moment, I would have agreed. Seeing our girl filled so completely was a wet dream. Rather than responding, I focused on the feeling coursing through my body. At first, we all moved together slowly, exploring one another. Eventually, we fell into a rhythm that had each of us panting. It was intense and passionate, Ivy’s pussy clenching around me as the ridge of Trey’s shaft glided along mine.
Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Cam approach. It had taken him long enough to find us. He prowled toward me, probably expecting to join in on the action. As he unbuttoned his pants, he walked toward me. His cock was angry, jutting upward, and even in the shadows, I could see the bead of moisture that had formed on the head.
His hand clasped my jaw. “Open up,” he commanded.
I slapped his hand away and narrowed my eyes at him, annoyed. “No. You haven’t earned the right for me to suck your dick yet. I’m sure your hand will do just fine.”
The muscle in his jaw flexed, but he accepted my no, probably because the last person who didn’t had ended up dead on our bedroom floor. He deserved a taste of his own medicine, and he hadn’t proven himself to me yet. Helping me hide a body didn’t grant him total forgiveness. Neither did giving me head during a race.
I ignored him as he angrily fisted his cock from nearby. His rejection wasn’t my problem, at least for now. Instead, I focused on the fact that my spine tingled and my balls were tight. I didn’t want to be the first one to come.
Ivy solved that problem for me. Her muscles tensed as her pussy gripped our cocks. Caleb’s cock muffled the noises she made. He pulled out as creamy liquid spilled from the corner of her mouth. Her nails drew blood on my skin as he scooped the remnants of his orgasm back into her mouth with his thumb. “Don’t waste a drop,” he murmured.
Cam grunted in the background, and I attempted to continue ignoring him. I couldn’t, though. His face was contorted, gorgeous. Primal. Light illuminated his face, and for a moment, he looked like an angel, at least until I realized what he was doing. He was recording the events unfolding in front of him. I didn’t call him out, choosing instead to focus on my pleasure. The video could remind him I denied him, and every time he jerked off to it, it would be another fuck you. 
Warmth ran down my length as Ivy came first, and Trey followed behind her. Her walls contracting around me as white ropes of cum landed on the ground where Cam stood, and I allowed myself to freefall into oblivion.
Tomorrow would be hell, but tonight I was suspended in my version of paradise. 








Chapter 52

Ivy
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Abrasions on my back and hands stung, and between my thighs ached as I got dressed in a hoodie and a pair of oversized sweatpants. My emotions tried to bubble up as I carefully lined my eyes and brushed on lip gloss. I was going to purchase a dress for a wedding I wanted no part of. Whatever my aunt had chosen wouldn’t fit the occasion or what I had in mind. It could hang abandoned in her closet with moths eating away at the lace for all I cared. 
Ros knocked on the open bathroom door, taking in my appearance. “You look like hell today.”
I rolled my eyes at her and carefully touched up around my eyes. “It was a long night.”
A long night was an understatement. It was raw and emotional. That it could be the last time I was with any of them stabbed at the organ lying behind my ribs. Sure, I had a plan, but any number of things could go wrong. What made it worse was that none of them knew the truth, and I couldn’t tell them. Seeing the sadness etched into their faces was almost too much to bear. My entire life was a game of biding my time.
“I bet. Ready?”
I would never be ready for what I was doing. Any of it. Instead, I responded with, “Niko’s coming too.”
She put a hand on her hip. “Are you serious? Some of our only time to spend together alone, and he invited himself?”
I brushed past her, grabbing my phone and wallet. “No. I invited him. You know how he is. He’s like a gigantic teddy bear, and everything has been harder on him. Think of it like an olive branch.”
She stared at me for a moment before she burst into laughter. As she wiped at her eyes, her body shook. “A teddy bear? Nikolai Stone? Do we know the same person?”
I realized my perception of the guys opposed how other people saw them. People thought of Trey as the quiet computer nerd who kept to himself, not the psychopath that hid beneath his skin. Cam was the campus golden boy who played football and was arrogant, but underneath his bullshit, he was broken and hurt. Niko sold drugs on campus and attended every party, even though he was the man who quietly played guitar and had the softest heart. Everyone knew Caleb had the perfect life, money, and was arrogant, which couldn’t be further from the truth. The reality was he was trapped in hell.
The masks that each of them wore kept people away from seeing who they were.
Niko sat on the couch, and I motioned for him to come with me. “We’re out,” I yelled over my shoulder. Katya and Maya eyed me curiously and waved. For just a moment, I could pretend like it was a typical Saturday, and I was a normal teenager going shopping with my best friend and boyfriend–even though that wasn’t remotely the case.
The ride to the small boutique hidden away in the historic area of downtown Clearhaven was tense. Perhaps I was just projecting my feelings on everyone around me, but Ros and Niko’s faces were drawn, their lips pressed into thin lines. Even the music from Black Betty’s stereo did nothing to lift our moods.
Walking into Fringe was an experience. A terrible, stifling experience. It was the type of shop that reminded me of the life I had left behind long ago. The air was scented with leather and expensive perfume. Dresses hung neatly on racks, color coordinated and organized by length. Between the large windows and the bright lighting, the clothing inside seemed to glow. The sound of the salesperson’s heels clicked against the floor and echoed endlessly.
“Can I help you?” she asked, sniffing lightly.
I was aware of what she thought of us, especially me dressed in sweatpants. It was something I had witnessed before but never had suffered myself. I was on a limited time frame, though, and finding another shop was out of the question. “We’re just looking.” It was the best response I could come up with, even though I wanted to tell her to fuck herself. The money for whatever I chose sat in my account thanks to Hunter.
She walked away and eyed us carefully from beside the register as we sifted through the dresses. Nothing caught my eye, even with Ros and Niko holding up every white or cream dress in silk or with a lace overlay. I shook my head, thinking about how none fit my vision or what I needed. Every item felt too pretty or polished, too showy for what I wanted.
Without a word, I strolled to the back, where black dresses lined the wall. My fingers brushed against the fabric, and Ros raised an eyebrow at me. “Black? That isn’t a traditional wedding color.”
I gave her a half-smile. “Exactly.” Black was the color traditionally worn to funerals or for mourning. It accurately conveyed how I felt about the entire situation.
My eyes caught on a dress hanging in the corner by itself. A glossy black dress with one strap and slits that came up high on both sides. I plucked it from the display, glancing at the sales attendant. “I need to try this on.”
She wrinkled her nose but said nothing as she walked to the back and unlocked the fitting room. Ros’ mouth fell open and then closed. “Are you sure?”
My smile widened. “You should find something in the same shade, since you are my maid of honor.”
I entered the small cubicle the size of a closet and shimmied out of my clothes. After placing the silky fabric over my frame, I glanced in the mirror. The back also hung low, showcasing the scars and marks adorning my skin. It was perfect for me. The fabric clung to the curves I had, making me feel sexy. Dangerous. It would piss Wells off when he saw that I had taken matters into my own hands, ignoring whatever stuffy dress he had helped choose.
I stepped out, and Niko’s eyes widened. His breath caught as he drank me in from head to toe. I twirled, showing him every inch, and he swallowed. His eyes were glassy from unshed tears. Whatever thoughts were running through his head, he kept to himself. His voice was ragged from the war he was fighting with himself. “It’s beautiful. You’re beautiful.”
This time, I was the one to offer him comfort, placing my palm against his cheek. “It’s all going to be okay.”
He turned his head to the side, averting his eyes. “That’s what everyone keeps saying, but I feel like my soul is being ripped into shreds.”
I stood on my toes, kissing his opposite cheek gently. I hated that I couldn’t give him any more reassurance than I had. The fact that he was hurting so much killed me.
I changed back into my clothing and tucked the dress over my arm while I waited for Ros. Finally, she chose a short black dress with a deep V, accentuating all of her assets, which her grandfather would frown about.
I smiled as the attendant rang up the purchases, sliding my card without looking at the total. This wedding would be the ultimate fuck you to the Order, but no one knew it yet.
The three of us spent the rest of the afternoon getting coffee, picking out shoes and accessories, and making small talk. As time stretched on, Niko’s mood grew more somber, and my chest ached for him. For all of us.
I knew what my plan was for the next week, but in a week, anything could go wrong. And if it did, I would be imprisoned in a loveless marriage. Or dead. 








Chapter 53

Ivy
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My eyes were heavy, and my brain was a complete fog. I had one more final to complete for the semester. Most students would celebrate the impending break, but dread filled every part of me. The wedding to Wells hung heavily over my head. I had a plan, but it depended on every detail working out exactly. 
Typically during exams, I was worried about trying for a nearly perfect score and mastering the material from the semester. Not this time. I just wanted to score high enough to pass, not that it would matter. I was in survival mode, just trying to make it.
When the doorbell rang, I sighed to myself. The guys were all nestled around the house, books and notebooks on every surface. Despite the tension between them, Niko had been helping Cam revise his literature paper, hoping to ensure he didn’t fail. Trey holed up in his room like usual. And Caleb was absent, dealing with family obligations–a code word for something with the Order.
Sergei glanced up from his textbook after the third ring and slammed it shut, voicing what I hadn’t said. “Let’s see who in the hell it is this time.”
His usual playful demeanor had vanished over the past few weeks, and a dark fog had fallen over him like a cloud. As he stalked toward the front door, I wondered if the guy who had hidden me in his bedroom had ever existed. From my seat, I could see the door open, and Sergei ran a hand through his hair. “Can I help you?”
The guest’s appearance was obscured from my angle, but I instantly recognized his voice. “Can I come inside? I have a few questions I need to ask everyone.”
Sergei stepped aside, and Detective Ross waltzed in, leaning against the wall. “Have any of you seen Fletcher Vance’s granddaughter Arabella? She seems to have gone missing.”
I glanced down at my books, not wanting to draw attention to myself. The last time we had spoken, it resulted in blows which didn’t look good for me. I didn’t like Arabella, but she was the least of my problems. Just a catty, obsessed girl, not a wealthy man the law didn’t apply to.
Trey was the one who answered him first, strolling into the living room. “I haven’t seen her.” He gestured to where Cam and Niko were seated. “We’ve been pretty busy studying for finals.”
Nothing that Trey said rang false in my head, but briefly, I wondered if the guys had something to do with her disappearance. Sure, Arabella had the money to disappear, but with her grandfather, would she? Her brother Luthor had also been mysteriously silent. Maybe she was staying with him?
Ross nodded his head and grasped his chin, deep in thought. “What about you two? Just busy studying?”
Niko gave him a smile. “You can ask anyone here. We’ve all been busy. Other than classes, the only time we’ve left all week has been to stop by the grocery store for more coffee and energy drinks.”
Ross grunted, pushing himself off the wall and stalking toward me. “What about you, Ivy? You haven’t seen her either? I know you must be busy between the wedding and finals.”
My heart skipped a beat, and I met his eyes. “Super busy.”
He gazed at me intensely, and for a second, I was sure he knew about our previous feud–well, if you could call her kidnapping me a feud. I touched the scar on my cheek absentmindedly, and Ross narrowed his eyes. Something crossed his face, an expression I couldn’t place, but it was gone in an instant.
He clicked his tongue and then turned away. “Seems convenient that people around the three of you keep vanishing. First, there were Jake Fox and Peter Bell. Now Arabella,” he mused as he approached the front door. “If anyone can think of anything you’ve somehow magically remembered, you have my card.”
As soon as the door slammed, I stood and went to the kitchen window. Ross walked down the street a few yards and got into a dark-colored SUV. “Someone want to tell me what happened to Jake Fox and Peter Bell?” I murmured.
Sergei laughed from behind me before sitting back down in his chair. “You already know. Don’t play dumb.”








Chapter 54

Cam

[image: image-placeholder]

Maya, Katya, and Sergei sat at the small dining table eating pasta for dinner, and I ran my hands through my hair, trying to tamp down the frustration that had been building inside. Time was running out to stop the circus known as Ivy’s wedding. Finals were over, and that meant so were we. In less than twenty-four hours, she would walk down the aisle. 
I didn’t want her to marry him and couldn’t live with myself if she belonged to someone else. All the guilt over my previous actions threatened to spill to the surface.
“All three of you,” I tapped on the surface of the table, “are to stay home tonight. No exceptions.”
Sergei gaped at me. “But tonight is the Forsaken party. Vincent said it’s mandatory to show up.”
I gritted my teeth, trying not to lash out at him. It was mandatory, but he couldn’t come with us. Not for what we had in mind. Niko had come to me earlier in the week, after a literature exam I had undoubtedly failed, and told me what Ivy requested. She wanted us to kill Vincent for her.
I would have done it even without the request. The small drug drop-off I’d gone on left a bitter taste in my mouth. Visions of the two children that lived there haunted me when everything was quiet. Something had to change. I understood that someone else would take our place if we didn’t sell, but there had to be a better way to do things.
If she lived, the young girl wearing the dirty nightgown would end up like us or as a victim of the Order. Killing Vincent wouldn’t solve the entire problem, but it would make me feel better.
“Yeah, I get that it’s mandatory, but I don’t care. I’ll deal with the repercussions for you,” I told Sergei as I tucked my hands into my pockets, pretending I was completely calm.
That was the farthest thing from reality. My palms were sweating. Not that I was preparing myself to murder someone; my hands were already covered in blood. No, it was that the stubborn redhead with eyes the color of ice insisted she also needed to go. She had something she needed to take care of, supposedly.
At least she had convinced Rosalyn and Caleb that neither of them could tag along. In her words, it would draw too much attention. She didn’t realize that she herself drew too much attention. There was just something about her that captured every eye in the room.
Niko strolled into the kitchen and leaned against the wall, glancing at our siblings. “He’s right. Just for tonight, I need the three of you to chill out here. Hell, watch a movie.” Sergei’s cheeks turned red from anger, but he managed not to say anything, shoving a forkful of pasta into his mouth.
“It’s time,” Trey said from behind me. When I turned, I noticed Ivy tucked under his arm. 
Thankfully, she wore jeans and a t-shirt but would stick out like a sore thumb. Every other woman there would be dressed in skirts so short their ass hung out or tops that showcased their tits.
She misinterpreted the look on my face as fear and grabbed my hand, giving it a reassuring squeeze. I didn’t have the heart to tell her what I was really thinking. The rage and helplessness that swam through my veins.
“Let’s go,” Niko said before turning to Sergei. “Listen to Cam, just this once. Please.”
Sergei lifted his hands in resignation. “Fine. I get it. Movies. Just to let you know, I’m stealing your weed stash.” Ivy giggled beside me, stifling it with a cough, and I smiled. Asshole.
The drive through the streets of Clearhaven was tense. Hoping to break the silence, I laced my fingers with Ivy’s. Caleb’s words from our fight had been playing on repeat in the back of my mind, and there were things I had to know. “Little ghost, what is your favorite color?”
She looked up at me and lifted an eyebrow. “Purple. Why?”
“And your favorite food?” Trey turned around from the front seat and watched me curiously. 
Ivy thought for a few seconds before answering. “I don’t know. Until my move to Clearhaven, I think I took food for granted. Tiramisu maybe. Anything with pasta. Freshly baked bread.”
“What about your favorite book?”
She laughed at the question, but it sounded a little broken. She turned her head from me and wiped at her eye. “Probably the Chieftain’s Bride.” 
I was uncertain about how to interpret her last answer. How could her favorite book cause so much pain? At least I had the answers to most of Caleb’s questions, though I doubted he knew the answers either. Asking her what she wanted out of life seemed like a bad idea. 
All she had been doing since she moved to Clearhaven was surviving. 
As we approached the crappy, dilapidated house, I wondered why Vincent still lived in it. He had enough money to move away from the slum and into a better part of town. Or hell, he could have renovated one of the historic homes that had fallen into disrepair several blocks over.
People spilled out of the house onto the street, swaying as they walked. The music from inside echoed in the air, the sound clear even from the car’s interior. I exited the car, the metal tucked into my waistband hidden by my jacket. Ivy climbed out behind me and adjusted her clothes. She was paler than usual, and her hands clutched the edge of her shirt. It was funny that she had tried to comfort me earlier when she needed someone to tell her it was alright, even if it wasn’t.
I extended my hand in her direction, and she grabbed it, holding on like it was a lifeline. Even though I didn’t want her here–and I didn’t want her to see who we were–she was. The only way through was forward. Trey gave me a nod as we entered the house. “Find Angel,” he said under his breath, where only I could hear, before flanking Ivy’s other side. Niko walked behind us, taking up the rear.
The three of us together, even with Ivy, wouldn’t draw any attention, and I was grateful for that. Most of the people at the party wouldn’t notice us, anyway. Women danced on tables topless while men watched on. A quick glance told me that most were fucked in one way or another. The smell of weed and beer clung to the air as we walked downstairs.
Angel stood in the far corner, ignoring the couple having sex on the couch nearest him. When I got closer, I let go of Ivy and pulled Angel in for a hug. “It’s time,” I whispered in his ear.
He knew what it meant. After tonight, he would take over the Forsaken and hopefully make some changes for the better. He’d suggested I become his second in command when I went to him earlier in the week, but I didn’t want that responsibility. I had one more semester of college and wanted to get the hell out of Clearhaven if I could.
A part of me was tempted to ask him why he hadn’t opposed the idea of killing Vincent. He was the one closest to the gang leader. Surely, over the years, they had formed some type of bond. I didn’t ask, though. Angel obviously had his reasons, even if they weren’t clear. Maybe he was as sick of the shit happening as we were.
“Make it quick,” he mumbled in my ear. “Ivy can stay with me while you take care of this.”
I nodded, appreciative of the fact he would watch my girl while I was busy. I didn’t trust anyone else here. “Where is he?”
Angel lifted his head, looking toward a closed door on the other side of the room. “He’s by himself right now, claimed he needed to make a phone call.” He grabbed my hand, slipping something into it. I peered into my palm, seeing a length of piano wire, and closed my fingers around it.
Ivy glanced between the two of us, questions in her eyes. I feathered my lips across her forehead and took a step back. “Stay with Angel.”
Determination lit up her face. “That was the plan, anyway. We have something to discuss, because I need a favor.” I tried to hide the surprise her statement caused. What kind of favor would she need from the future leader of the Forsaken?
Angel grinned at her and waved his hand at me. “Go. We have a deal to make.”
Niko followed behind me as backup, leaving Trey with Ivy and Angel. Ivy pushed him away, gesturing for him to leave, and I smirked without realizing it. Slowly, Ivy was coming into her own, and I hoped the wedding wouldn’t break her.
The door across the room was slightly ajar when we reached it. His voice on the other side was a low rumble, no doubt focused on business. My footsteps were quiet, and he didn’t notice when we walked in, Niko shutting the door behind us. Niko approached him first, and Vincent frowned at him. He didn’t bother to mask his annoyance at being interrupted. “Let me call you back. I have something I need to deal with.”
My fingers tightened around the wire, and before he could react, I was on him, settling it around his neck and pulling him backward with the force. Veins popped out on his forehead as he struggled, gasping for air, but I didn’t let him go. He attempted to maneuver his fingers under the wire and kicked at my shins, but to no avail. I held fast as his words were muffled because of the squeeze of his throat.
Niko stalked toward him and smiled, stepping in front of the man who had gone limp in my arms. He wasn’t dead yet. It took only ten seconds for someone being strangled with a ligature to fall unconscious, but around four minutes for brain death to occur. 
“Guess you won’t be getting your money now,” Niko mumbled before spitting on the gang leader. 
Vincent’s death served two purposes. One Ivy asked us to do it, and we would all do anything we could for her. The second was that it was cathartic for Niko. The pressure Vincent continually placed him under was too much. It didn’t help that joining the gang had been the end of our childhood. It had been our choice, but did we know the consequences of our actions at that age?
And now his brother had also joined our ranks. 
Finally, I released my grip, allowing him to fall to the floor. I dusted my hands off on my pants, depositing the murder weapon in my pocket to dispose of later. By sometime tomorrow, word would spread that Angel was the leader of the Forsaken and that Vincent had been found dead at his own party.
I only hoped that it would be after the wedding, not before. I didn’t think we were ready to deal with the fallout of both events on the same day. 








Chapter 55

Ivy
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My limbs were heavy, sunlight streaming into the room. The body heat emanated off of Niko and Trey, who clung to me like they thought I would vanish. Not like I could blame them. Today was the day, and I took a deep breath before nudging Trey’s shoulder. “Get up.” 
Everything hinged on the next few hours, and heaviness weighed me down like an anchor. The black dress bag stared at me from the back of the door, reminding me of what I had to do. Trey’s eyes flickered open, and he sighed before puffing out his cheeks. “You don’t have to do this,” he whispered.
Over the past weeks, his apathy had disappeared, and I was tempted to give in to his words. I shook my head, clearing that thought from my mind. “You know that’s not true.”
The scent of coffee lured me to the small kitchen where Maya, Katya, and Sergei were crowded around, whispering to one another. Maya’s eyes were rimmed with red. She looked up when she heard me stumble into the room. “Why?” she asked in a broken voice.
I lifted one shoulder and gave her a weak smile. “I need you to trust me. It might be hard right now, but I have to protect you.” Even if I failed, at least the three of them would be safe.
She sniffled and surrounded me in a tight hug, sobs shaking her body. “I hate this.”
So did I, but I wouldn’t tell her that. Instead, I patted her back gently. “I know.”
“You don’t love him.”
Sergei chewed on his lip before filling his coffee cup, not saying a word. Really, what was there left to say? Nothing that would make it better or take the hurt away.
My stomach rolled, and the thought of breakfast made me feel queasy. Still, I went through the motions as I poured coffee and shoved two slices of bread into the toaster. After a few more hours, I would find out my fate.
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Rosalyn sat beside me, carefully painting my nails crimson. It was a far cry from the French manicure or nude nails my aunt would have insisted I wear. She smiled to herself as she looked at them. “You’re going to look fantastic, Ivy.” Her voice cracked, and she looked away from me. “I don’t like this.”
I cleared my throat and slowly picked up the concealer from the small table beside me. “Me too.” She would be next if things didn’t go as I envisioned them. Sure, it wasn’t exactly the same. Caleb wasn’t old enough to be her father or worse, but it would be a marriage where neither loved the other. 
A lump formed in my throat as I dotted makeup along my face, getting ready. I picked up a small sponge and smoothed it as someone rapped the door. Rosalyn stood and opened. When she saw who it was, she glanced at me one final time. “I’ll leave the two of you alone.”
Trey’s mask of indifference that had been absent recently was firmly back in place. “So this is it?” he asked, anger lining his tone. “You’re not going to fight for yourself or us?”
My hands shook as I picked up the eyeliner and lifted it to my eye, staying silent. “New girl, look at me.” It wasn’t a request, but a command.
I turned to face him and shook my head, willing the tears in my eyes not to fall. “Trey...”
He grasped my chin between his fingers and leaned down, bruising my lips with his, branding me as his. For a moment, I could pretend I was getting ready for a normal day. I was safely back at our home. That’s what his kiss felt like. Home. 
He traced a finger over my chest, where he had left his mark on me. “You’ll never be his.” He pulled away and turned his back to me. “I’m going to fix this. I promise you.”
I almost called out to him and begged him to stay. He didn’t even use his full fifteen minutes, and the cracks in my chest widened. I hated that I was breaking their hearts, but they didn’t understand. I had to. If not for them, for their family. Sure, I was a part of it, but they could live without me if I failed. 
Carefully, I blended my foundation and pulled out the blush Ros had insisted I needed. According to her, lately, I was looking like a negative two on the toaster settings and needed some color. 
The next person to visit me was Niko. He slid in next to me and watched for a few moments, the silence between us devastating. It tested my resolve and nearly broke me when he gave me a sad smile. “I was hoping I could catch you in that dress again.”
“You’ll see it soon,” I promised. He wrapped his arms around me and laid his head on my shoulder. Wetness drenched through my shirt, and I realized he was soundlessly crying. I had caused him more pain than any person should in the short time we had known each other, and it made me feel like I was drowning. I tried to remind myself that I was doing what was right, but it was hard. 
Finally, he pulled away and wiped at his eyes. “Maya, Katya, and Sergei are all sitting in the chapel like you asked.”
If nothing else, that piece of my plan had fallen into place. “Who else is here?” I asked as I fisted the hem of his shirt. My thumb traced along his hip, where I had impulsively cut him a lifetime ago. “Frankie and Ros want to see you. And your brother is sitting outside waiting his turn.”
Hunter had come. He hadn’t broken his promise to me. I brushed my lips against Niko’s cheek and released him, turning away so I couldn’t see the pain written on his face. “What about Caleb?”
Slowly I applied heavy black eyeliner and mascara, a fuck you to the man who had declared himself my husband. I dug through my makeup bag, trying to figure out how else to fill the time that stretched on for an eternity.
He shook his head and tugged at the collar of his dress shirt. “Nothing yet.” My heart fell, but I understood. I wouldn’t want to see the woman I loved marrying someone else, either. He placed one last kiss on my forehead before turning on his heel, the click of the door echoing in the small room. 
Ros and Frankie entered the room next. Frankie squeezed my hand while Ros fussed over my hair, trying to convince a curl to behave. Obviously, my hair had other ideas. In contrast to the guys, each of them acted like nothing out of the ordinary was happening.
They helped me change into my dress, and Frankie gave a low whistle. “The gown is gorgeous. I wouldn’t have chosen black necessarily, but you can use it again when you attend that bastard’s funeral.”
Ros nudged her in the ribs. “No shotguns this morning. Now, if you have something waiting in the parking lot...”
The two of them had been conspiring together, and it gave me a well-needed laugh. Men would burn down a city for a woman they loved, but women wouldn’t think twice about helping you hide a body if needed. Finally, Frankie sighed. “We’ll kill him while he sleeps, and then you can inherit all his money.”
She locked eyes with Ros again, and each of them chuckled. “I’ll be waiting for you outside. If you need a getaway car, I’m here.”
I pulled the black heels I’d purchased out of a box, slipping them onto my feet when Hunter walked in. “I won’t keep you long, but I have a wedding present for you.” He’d already given me more than he knew, but I quirked up an eyebrow at him. He passed me his phone with a video on it. “Hit play.”
On screen, the man who had masqueraded as my father was bent over a sink, a group of inmates in orange jumpsuits sodomizing him with a broom handle. I gasped, the savagery taking me by surprise when another prisoner approached. Blood pooled beneath his body when the man walked away, and my father hit the floor.
“I didn’t get a call about this,” I mumbled as I looked up, meeting his eyes.
He shrugged at me. “Because it happened this morning. I doubt the Department of Corrections has looked up your number yet.”
The brutality of the gift should have made me feel sick, but instead, it warmed my heart. I wondered if I had any trace of humanity left. “Thank you.” Now there was no chance he could get out of prison. He got what he deserved and would never hurt another person again. It didn’t erase the things he had done to me, but it was a start. 
He nodded to me. “You’re not alone, Ivy. You never will be again if it’s left up to me.”
Only one item was left, but I couldn’t put it on. Not until after Cam saw me. Finally, he opened the door. He stalled when he saw my appearance, running his thumb over his bottom lip. Suddenly he was on me, pressing me down against the folding table. His mouth sucked at the bare skin of my shoulder as he lifted the hem of my dress. “Little ghost.” His voice was tortured and came out like a prayer as his fingers traced the skin on my ass.
I heard him unzipping his pants. “Hold on to the edge of this table and don’t move. Don’t look up.”
He moved the thin string of fabric covering me to the side, and his cock nestled at my entrance. “If I have to see you marry someone else, I’m going to make it worth it.” He drove inside of me without warning, and I cried out. Each thrust was filled with emotion that neither of us would voice.
“I’m going to fill this tight pussy up, and when you walk down the aisle, I want my cum dripping down your thighs. I want Wells to know that you’ll never belong to him,” he panted as our skin slapped together, our breaths filling the room.
He reached around to rub my clit as he punished me, the pads of his fingers circling the sensitive nub. “I want you to scream my name for everyone in the building to hear,” he growled as his fingers dug into my hips.
I should have tried to stop or tell him no, but I didn’t. Instead, I surrendered to the pleasure he was giving me, and when I climaxed, a scream ripped from my throat just like he wanted.
When he pulled out, his cum dripped down the inside of my legs, no doubt staining the black fabric of the dress. I adjusted myself as he zipped up. Rather than kissing me or giving me a hug like everyone else, he leaned down, his teeth latching onto my shoulder. Pain erupted from the site as his mouth marked me. 
“Don’t cover it up,” he warned, pulling a phone from his pocket. What happened next mirrored events from the past as he held the screen where I could see it. The video on the screen was from the woods the night Trey and Niko fucked me as Caleb used my mouth. Despite the grainy quality of the video, I could hear my whimpers and moans. 
After a few seconds, he hit send on the message and smirked. “A present to your new husband, so he knows he’ll never be able to please you. Not like we can.” Unceremoniously, he left the room like nothing had happened, leaving a gaping hole in my soul.
I checked in the mirror one last time, ensuring that, at least externally, I looked perfect. Cam’s bite mark was angry and red on my skin, and I brushed across it with my fingertips, relishing the burn. It gave me the courage to do what I had to.
Somber music began playing, and I straightened my shoulders, determined to hold my head high.
Slowly, I walked to the entrance of the sanctuary and threw open the door.
The music was haunting and felt fitting as my eyes flitted over the crowd. My heart swelled when I saw the people sitting on the left side of the church. Maya, Katya, and Sergei sat next to Frankie, who shot them glares. Ros was nestled next to Rhyker, her head tucked down. Hunter, Rayne, Ethan, Dominic, and Joey all sat toward the back of the church. When Hunter caught my eye, he gave me a small smile.
On the right side sat Fletcher Vance with Luthor. My cheeks heated, not from embarrassment, but anger. He dared to show his face after everything that had happened. Guess he wasn’t missing after all, just hiding.
Front and center, Abraham Wells stood with Deacon Jensen. I shuddered at the look he gave me, even from this distance. He saw me as nothing more than an object, something to own and use.
Suddenly, a warm and powerful hand grasped my biceps. I startled at the touch and looked up. My eyes stung when I saw him. Caleb had shown up after all. “You didn’t think I would leave you to do this alone, did you, princess?”
I shook my head at him even though it was far from accurate. He leaned in and kissed my cheek, causing butterflies to erupt in my stomach. “I’m so sorry, Ivy. I don’t want this for you.”
I didn’t want it either. If things didn’t go exactly as I planned, I would miss him. Miss all of them. My eyes stung, but I swallowed, attempting to keep my emotions at bay. It wasn’t the time to get caught up in my feelings. I needed to focus.
We took a step forward, and the aisle elongated, going on for miles instead of yards. My heart pounded, knowing it was all up to me. There was no room for error.  
Each step felt like I was walking through sand, and I looked straight forward, unable to make eye contact with anyone again. When I was finally at the end of the aisle, Caleb let me go, quietly shuffling to sit with the guys, not his family. It was an act of rebellion they would punish him for later. 
Blades of ice dug into the skin of my arm, and Wells gave me a dark look. “I saw the video of your extracurricular activities, little lamb, and I’m not amused. Don’t worry, though. I have a simple solution for both of our problems. Soon, they’ll all be taken care of, one by one.”
My fingers twitched at my side as Deacon Jensen cleared his throat. “Dearly beloved, we’re gathered here today.”
I hazarded one last glance over my shoulder, and Niko’s gaze caught mine. A silent tear trailed down his face. He looked completely lost. “I’m so sorry,” I mouthed, praying he would understand. 








Epilogue

The Hooded Man
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I sat in the balcony, the sound of Mozart’s Lacrimosa playing as flaming red hair appeared beneath me. It was an unfortunate choice of music on the wedding planner’s part. Lacrimosa translated into English as weeping and was the last piece the composer wrote. The irony wasn’t lost on me. Whoever planned the wedding needed a harsh discussion–or perhaps a bullet to the head–in the near future. 
I smiled to myself as I took out a cigarette and drank in Ivy Spencer’s appearance. Her decision to wear black as the requiem played was interesting. I took a deep drag of the tobacco as I watched the woman lift her head high and stride down the aisle with determination steeling her spine.
Her arrival in Clearhaven was an artfully planned series of events culminating in this moment, from the discovery of Thomas’ crimes to his betrayal of the Order. 
Typically, we protected our own. When you belonged to the Order, your darkest desires could be fulfilled without consequence as long as you kept our secrets. Thomas’ biggest mistake was that as soon as evidence of his crimes surfaced, he rolled over and caved. Offered a list of members and the crimes that they had committed. It had all been a test to see if he was truly loyal. Obviously, I couldn’t allow that to happen. 
When I heard that someone had murdered him in prison, I poured myself a shot of whiskey in celebration. It was one last thing that I needed to orchestrate. Rotting in prison was too good of a fate for someone like him, and his part in my plan was done. 
I had intended to break Ivy well before this point, and had unexpected help from the men she seemed comfortable surrounding herself with. She had surprised me, surpassing my greatest expectations.
Silvery scars littered the skin of her back, delicate and beautiful. She looked fragile and gorgeous.
And like she was mine.
As long as she passed the last test I had placed before her. Sure, there was insurmountable pressure on her to marry Abraham Wells, but she was smart. Or at least I hoped she was.
Now was her time to shine. It was time to show me what she was ultimately made of. Would she succumb to the duress I had placed her under, or was she like a diamond that would glimmer from the pressure?
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Want to see what happens next with Ivy? Curious about her happily ever after? Check out Fearless Hearts, coming in 2024.
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Celeste Night detests writing in third person , so…. 
I am a romance author living somewhere outside of Birmingham, AL with my husband, two children, two dogs, three cats, and a partridge in a pear tree. I studied psychology in undergrad and thought I was going to be a therapist. Even when I was young, I would weave crazy stories and as I grew older dabbled in fan fiction. I never imagined that I would write a novel, much less publish it, so the journey has been amazing!
My relationship with the infamous Mr. Night was ripped straight out of the pages of a book (complete with angst and drama) and one day I might fictionalize that. I love morally gray (sometimes morally black) men and memes. When I’m not plotting imaginary murders or dreaming up my next favorite book boyfriend, I enjoy reading and playing video games (looking at you Stardew Valley). My favorite holiday is Halloween and my favorite color is black. I love possums because I also wake up screaming each morning.

Follow me on social media to stay up to date on my latest projects. Find the links at www.celestenight.com  or join my Facebook reader group!
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