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      I squint at the grainy image on my work computer screen and my heart starts to race. I lean forward to get a better look, and a sick feeling slithers into my guts.

      I think I know that guy.

      It’s surveillance footage, and it shows two people, the man standing in front of the woman and pinning her arms up over her head. I think they’re kissing but I’m not really sure. It’s night and the quality isn’t great. They’re in some kind of alley and there’s only a streetlight illuminating them from somewhere out of frame. I frown, getting even closer, trying to make out the soft edges of the man’s face. He looks so familiar, achingly, horribly familiar.

      The timestamp on the bottom right says this was taken last weekend, and I try to do the math.

      Where was William Saturday night?

      I squeeze my eyes shut and lean back, rubbing my temples. My head’s pounding and suddenly the drone of the office air conditioning sounds like a bass drum playing next to my ears.

      What the hell is happening right now?

      The bizarre email arrived two minutes ago from a random address with the subject line Do you recognize him? along with a link to a picture hosted on a Dropbox folder. It was a very risky click and I’m still not sure why I did it, but that photo has every hair on my body standing on end.

      There’s something about the posture, about the way he’s standing and the way she’s leaning against him. It’s tingling my spine like an ice cube down the small of my back.

      “Who’s that?”

      I nearly jump out of my chair and spin around. Blair’s grinning at me and leaning over my shoulder as she tries to get a look at the photo. Her short, dark hair brushes my cheek and her chic bracelets clatter together as she tries to tap the screen. I quickly close out of the tab and nudge her away.

      “It’s nothing,” I say, trying to hide my discomfort. Blair is my closest work friend and I don’t mind sharing basically everything with her, but she can be a little much sometimes and that picture has me on edge. A voice in the back of my head tells me to keep this to myself. That whoever it is in the picture, whatever’s happening, this situation is very wrong. There was something about the guy, his clothes or maybe the way he’s standing, or those shoes—

      “Doesn’t look like nothing.” She leans back against the edge of my cubicle. “You reading about those true crime cases again? Was that a suspect? Lay it on me, Sherlock. We’ll solve it right now.”

      I force a laugh and wave her off. “Don’t worry, they already figured out who did it. You’re right, that was just another true crime thing, no big deal.” The lie feels terrible like bile on my tongue and I regret it instantly, but I can’t bring myself to tell her the truth.

      Who was that guy? And why did someone send me that picture?

      “Well, okay then, but you look nervous. Are you freaking out about the meeting?”

      I frown at her in confusion and check the clock. “Oh, shit,” I say and jump to my feet.

      Blair laughs. “Did you lose track of time again?”

      “I’m a very busy person.” I can’t believe I was staring at that stupid picture for, like, fifteen minutes when I could’ve used that time to get some last-minute prep in. I gather up my stuff: laptop, legal pad with my presentation notes, and a handout I designed and printed off. “Are they already waiting?”

      “Don’t worry, Egon went over time. He’s trying to get them to sign this weird hardcore band from New York, but who the heck listens to hardcore anymore? They’re, like, a bunch of sweaty nerds screaming at each other and trying to punch their friends in the face. Very lame.”

      I laugh awkwardly and hurry toward the conference room. Every last Wednesday of the month, the founder and owner of Drake Entertainment, the notorious Ansell Drake, takes pitches from his talent scouts. Even though I’ve been with the company for nearly a year now, this is my very first presentation, and I can’t believe I nearly forgot it.

      That email left me shaken more than I realized.

      Blair walks with me. The office is quiet today. It’s usually subdued when Ansell’s around, mostly because people are scared shitless of him. I can’t blame them—Ansell’s got a terrible reputation. More than once, I’ve seen people leave their scheduled pitch meeting in tears because of something he said, and I’m terrified I’m about to be one of those criers. I keep telling myself that I’m ready and I’ve got a great band lined up, but Ansell seems to take pleasure in destroying his employees bit by bit. I’m not sure I can survive his onslaught if he decides today is my turn to be decimated.

      “You’ve got this,” Blair says, squeezing my arms as we linger out of view of the big open windows of the conference room. I peek around the corner and can just barely make out Egon gesturing wildly at the presentation screen and Ansell Drake himself, sitting very still and frowning at the far end of the table, looking like he’s about to rip poor Egon to shreds.

      Ansell is a big man. He’s handsome, almost obscenely good looking, tall, broad, scarred, and covered in tattoos. He’s not the sort of man I expect to see in a business conference room, but he runs one of the hottest entertainment conglomerates on the East Coast. His main headquarters is here in Philadelphia at the top of a glass-wrapped tower in the heart of the city, but Ansell looks like he belongs in South Philly cracking skulls with all the other wise guys. He’s attractive, yes, definitely handsome, model-handsome if I’m being honest with myself, with full lips and a square jaw and thick salt-and-pepper hair that makes him look older than thirty-five, but there’s an edge to him. Maybe it’s those husky-blue eyes or the coldness that feels like it’s wrapped around him like a second skin. It’s definitely the tattoos and the scars. He looks like he’s been through a lot and left a wake of destruction in his path.

      “Focus, focus,” Blair says, grabbing my attention. “Ansell’s just a guy, okay? Your pitch is fantastic and Pride is an amazing band. He’s going to love them.”

      “I hope so.” I shift from foot to foot and as Blair looks away toward the meeting, my phone buzzes. I turn it over and frown at another email with the subject line Did you look closely or do you need more? Heart thudding, I turn my back on Blair as she goes to spy on Egon, open it up, and tap another link.

      This time, the image is clearer and taken from street level but with a telephoto lens. I know that hair, that back. I definitely know those shoes, but the girl is totally unfamiliar. Dark skin, pretty face, mouth open like she’s moaning.

      It’s my fiancé, William, and he’s got his hand between a stranger’s legs.

      I nearly scream. I manage to hold it back, and only a strange, choking gag escapes my throat.

      “Are you okay?”

      I quickly lock my phone and blink rapidly. I’m hyperventilating and my legs feel like they’re about to give out.

      That was a picture of William kissing another woman and fingering her, which means that first picture was also William, and my god, that’s my fiancé, cheating on me.

      This can’t be real.

      This can’t be happening.

      “Marie. Hello? Egon’s leaving, it’s time.”

      I look up and sure enough, Egon’s hurrying away from the conference room, his face bright red and I’m pretty sure he’s struggling not to start sobbing right here in the halls. He glares at me as he passes. “He’s a fucking prick,” he hisses as he disappears around the corner.

      “You’ll be fine,” Blair says, not looking convinced, and shoves me forward. “Good luck!”

      I walk on wobbling legs into the conference room.

      My mind’s a whirling mess. William is cheating on me. Someone’s got pictures of him cheating on me. God, this is insane, this is horrible. Why did they send them to me now, of all times? I want to scream, but the most powerful people in Drake Entertainment are sitting in silence and staring at me as I start to get set up.

      Ansell’s sitting at the far end of the table. His right-hand man, a tall and dark guy named Baptist Tomkins, smiles kindly at me. He’s the opposite of Ansell in every way. Where Ansell’s cold almost to the point of being frigid, Baptist is the office’s favorite higher-up. Beside him is my boss, Emma Cobalt, the head of the talent division, with straight black hair and piercing green eyes. A few other high-level executives sit around watching me with expressions ranging from pity to boredom.

      Nobody speaks as I fumble with my laptop. My hands are shaking and I think I’m cracking up. William is cheating on me. He’s cheating on me with strange girls in alleyways. He’s fingering them, kissing them. He’s doing it in public while engaged to me. I feel like my world’s ripping in half and my heart races and my head spins, and I don’t know what to do. I want to cry, but when I finally get everything ready and stand to face the group, I realize Ansell’s watching me with a hawkish frown like he’s about to slam a knife into my heart and let me bleed out on the table.

      “Uh,” I say, glancing at Emma. “Should I get started?”

      But Ansell answers for her. His eyebrows raise. “Ms. Pearce. Whenever you’re ready.”

      I nod, clear my throat, and open up my presentation. “For the past two months, I’ve been watching, listening, and meeting with the hottest band in Philly, a group called Pride.” I have this presentation memorized backwards and forwards. I’ve been practicing for two weeks, day and night, and I know exactly what I should say.

      Except as soon as I click onto the first slide and start playing a clip of Pride’s show from last month, I suddenly forget everything.

      The image of William’s hand between that girl’s legs and her mouth hanging open like she’s moaning into his ear keeps playing over and over.

      My hands shake. My knees tremble. I think I might be sick.

      But Ansell Drake is staring at me with those terrifying eyes and a strange, handsome frown on his lips, and I have to keep going.

      I struggle on. I give them social media stats, from how many followers the band has to how many plays their songs get on Spotify. I give them attendance numbers from their last dozen shows. I mention glowing reviews in multiple indie magazines, including a short but favorable write-up from Pitchfork. I talk about Facebook groups, Twitter buzz, Instagram success. My mouth moves, I click through the slides, I play the clips, but my head isn’t in it. My heart isn’t in it.

      William’s cheating on me and someone’s sending me the proof.

      How can this be happening?

      I finish my presentation. I have no clue how long it took, but everyone’s staring at me as I reach the final slide. I stand there, numb, stupid, blinking back at them, feeling like a total reject and a failure. I hate myself and hate the world. I’m a worthless loser and I deserve to be cheated on. I can’t even pitch a band like Pride without screwing it up and they practically sell themselves.

      That’s the part that sucks the most: Pride is legitimately good, and if I just blew their chance at getting signed, I don’t know how I can forgive myself.

      Ansell leans forward, interlacing his fingers, and Emma’s looking like she wants to cry from humiliation. I’m about to get ripped to shreds and I’m going to race out of here like Egon, except twice as bad, because the pain of my fiancé betraying me will only compound the hurt of whatever’s about to come out of Ansell Drake’s mouth next.

      He speaks, a low and melodious, deep and resonant tone. “When is their next show?”

      Emma looks at him, surprised. I barely manage to keep my jaw from hitting the table. I mumble something about not knowing and pull their schedule up on my phone. “This Saturday they’re playing a small show in town.”

      “Get tickets for Baptist and me. You will come as well.”

      “Oh, I suppose I didn’t have plans this weekend,” Baptist says, grinning.

      I stare at Ansell and he stares back. His gaze is heady and intense and I feel some of my shame and self-hatred burn away beneath those eyes. I wonder what it would be like for him to pin my hands above my head the way William pinned that strange girl’s hands up—and god, what’s wrong with me?

      “Right, tickets. Okay, sure, no problem.”

      “Good work, Ms. Pearce.” Ansell leans back. There’s a ghost of a smile on his lips. Did I seriously make the Ice King smile? “See you Saturday.”

      I look around, panicked. My heart’s racing and I don’t know what to do. Ansell Drake wants to see me this Saturday at Pride’s show. I mean, it’s a work event, but still. He’s looking at me like he’s curious about more than the music.

      Emma seems totally blown away, but she mouths, go now, good job. I grab my stuff and scurry out of there, head dizzy, and barely manage to reach the hallway around the corner where Blair’s waiting to ambush me.

      “Well, how did it go?” She’s whispering furiously as the next sacrificial victim heads into the conference room.

      “He wants to see their next show.” I barely form the words, they sound so absurd.

      Her eyes go wide. “Holy shit. Really?”

      “It’s on Saturday.”

      “Marie. Marie! That’s huge!”

      “Is it?” I glance at my phone, buzzing with anxiety. “That’s good.”

      “Marie. Ansell only goes to see bands he’s genuinely interested in. You’re one step away from making it! If he signs Pride, you’re going to be on the fast track to a promotion and a big fat raise. Plus commission! Are you getting this?”

      “Right, commission.” I force myself to smile. “I’ve got to go, okay?”

      “Marie!”

      I walk past her and wave, practically running back to my cubicle. Ansell Drake wants to see a Pride show with me on Saturday. This is crazy, totally crazy, and I can’t process it without thinking about William cheating on me. I dump all my stuff except for my phone on my desk then disappear into the bathroom. I head into a stall, lock the door, and sit down on a closed toilet seat, on the edge of hyperventilating.

      The memory of Ansell Drake’s stare makes my legs cross.

      Except I can’t enjoy it.

      William is cheating on me.

      Oh my god, William is cheating on me in public.

      Rage and humiliation burn through me, banishing any positive feelings I might have thanks to my psycho Ice King boss’s momentary smile.

      I’m not in love with William Crawford, but this breaks my heart all the same.

      We were never romantic. Our relationship is much more complicated than that, but some part of me hoped that maybe, one day, we could get there. He’s tall and charming and handsome, the former captain of the University of Pennsylvania rowing team and a graduate of the Wharton Business School. He’s on the fast-track to a comfortable position at a dozen different Wall Street banks and hedge funds, and his family is deeply wealthy, deeply powerful, and stupidly connected. I’ve known him since we were little, and he proposed to me two months ago in my father’s back yard at our house in Mt. Airy.

      Marrying William isn’t my dream, but our parents wanted it, and he seemed willing, and I thought, why not?

      I’ve been so unlucky in love for so long.

      I figured, how could it get any worse?

      This is how.

      My phone buzzes. Another email alert.

      I don’t want to look. I want to scream. I’m terrified and angry, my hands are trembling, and I just want to close my eyes and pretend like this isn’t happening. But some sick compulsion makes me turn the screen on, swipe into my mail, and stare at the subject line.

      Still not sure?

      I click the Dropbox link.

      It’s another image of William. Another shot from street level. This time, it’s outside of his apartment, and he’s got both hands on the girl’s tits, and they’re kissing right there in plain view of the street.

      Another email comes through. There’s more but you get the idea.

      My hands are shaking as I type a reply.

      Send everything you have. I want to throw up when I hit send.

      I get a response five seconds later. Whoever’s sending me this is waiting on the other end.

      The subject reads, Go wild.

      Inside is a link, and in the link is enough material to make me want to drown myself in the toilet.
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      A dozen congratulatory emails flit through my work inbox and even Emma stops by my desk before I leave for the day. “Good job in there. He doesn’t go to shows often.” She nods and heads off, leaving me with conflicted emotions.

      Joy, sure, happiness, fine, but all of that is overshadowed by the shared Dropbox folder from some random, anonymous account filled with pictures of William cheating on me with not one girl, not two, but four different women since we’ve been engaged.

      Four women. Two months. It’s mind-boggling and horrible, and I’m numb for the rest of the day.

      I spend that night alone in my apartment sifting through it all. I’m happy as hell I decided not to live with him until we got married, otherwise I’d be freaking out right now and he’d be in the other room or something. I sit on my couch curled up with a glass of wine and start looking through evidence of my fiancé’s infidelity, slowly letting it sink in.

      This is humiliating. It’s so much worse than I realized. There he is, grinding with a woman in a club, his hands moving up her legs toward her crotch. That’s her with her hand on his dick in a dark hallway near the bathrooms. Another of him going into his apartment with that same dick-grabbing chick from the club. Another of her leaving, disheveled. He couldn’t even walk her out to the cab waiting at the curb.

      On and on. Picture after picture. The more I look, the worse it gets, but a different question starts to form—

      Who’s following William around and why did they send me this?

      William’s family is wealthy. I’m talking elite country club wealthy. I’m talking generational money sort of wealth. One of their ancestors invested in railroads, and another ancestor opened one of the earliest drug manufacturing plants on the East Coast, and another gobbled up real estate all over the Philly area. William has a trust fund the size of a small island nation’s entire GDP. He grew up in a series of mansions, summer houses, private schools, elite sleepaway camps, and all that stuff. He’s as privileged as it gets, but still, I thought he was a decent guy at heart.

      We were friends when we were kids. Not super close, but friendly.

      I thought we could make a life together.

      Apparently, I’m embarrassingly naive.

      There’s nothing I can do about it yet. William is in New York for work all day tonight and tomorrow and he’ll be back in the evening, which means I have a day to think and plan. I spend my night sifting through the evidence, marking the most egregious and horrible images, and mentally trying to figure out who did this and why.

      I go to work the next day. I’m exhausted and barely slept, but I deal with the accolades, try to focus on my job, and mostly I spend the afternoon thinking about what I’m going to do about my asshole fiancé.

      Four rolls around and I only just remember to get tickets for Ansell and Baptist and myself. “Whatever you need, Marie, you got it,” Kari, the drummer, says. “You’re going to make us famous, aren’t you?” She’s this awesome girl with great hair and so much energy it’s like she’s always hopped up on drugs or something. Her twin brother, Kurt, is the bassist, while the lead guitarist is this floppy-haired guy named Tobias, and the lead singer and rhythm guitarist is a wild and handsome man named Dean.

      “Just so you know, my boss is coming. No pressure or anything.”

      “Ansell Drake is coming to our show? Holy crap. I guess we better not suck. See you then!”

      The final hour ticks past and I’m a ball of nerves by the time I show up at William’s apartment that night around seven. I can only hope he’s alone up there when I approach his stoop with its perfectly manicured flower boxes beneath the windows. He lives in the nicest part of Philly in a house in Old City, historic and gorgeous and completely renovated, and I knock on his door with my heart in my throat.

      He answers and looks surprised to see me. “Marie, what are you doing here?”

      “I hoped we could talk. Is now a good time?”

      He laughs and steps aside. “You’re my fiancée. It’s always a good time.”

      I want to scream in his face but I keep it together.

      William’s place is lovely. Hardwood floors, expensive furniture, art on the walls. He’s got crystal decanters and old hardback books, half of which are probably decorative and aren’t meant to be read. He takes me into the kitchen and opens a bottle of wine, chatting idly about his day at work the whole time, completely oblivious to my distress.

      “William.” I have to speak sharply to interrupt him and he stops in surprise. “I need to talk to you.”

      He shrugs and leans against the granite counter, sipping his wine. “What’s up?” He smiles at me, charming and boyish. He’s tall, and muscular, and I’ve never been afraid of him in my life but suddenly I realize I don’t know him at all. He’s a complete stranger. Whatever I thought was happening inside of his head is a total mystery.

      I didn’t think he was capable of hurting me like this, but clearly, I was wrong.

      What else is he capable of?

      I steel myself against those thoughts. I’m here and I’m not running away. That would be too easy: ignore the facts in front of my face, accept the cushy and comfortable lifestyle of the wife of a rich and connected man, go through the motions of happiness and joy. I’d have wealth, privilege, connections. I could forge my own life.

      But that’s not the life I want.

      I’m such an idiot for thinking it could be anything else. But I won’t let myself compromise, not anymore. With my stomach in knots and a sour taste on my tongue, I open the Dropbox and pull up a particularly damning photograph before turning it around to show him.

      “Is that you?”

      He stares at the picture. His face drops into a completely neutral mask and doesn’t show anything. My hands are shaking and I’m so scared I want to drop the phone, but I force myself to stand still. I’ve been so passive my whole damn life, letting other people, particularly my father, steer me around like a ship. I won’t do that right now. I’m standing my ground, even if I hate every second of it.

      “No, I don’t think so.”

      I blink rapidly and look at the screen. It’s very obviously him. His face is clearly visible. I flip to another picture. “How about this? And this?” I show him more and more, each of them bad enough on their own, but picture after picture is hellish. He stares, drinking his wine, and only shakes his head.

      “Not me,” he says.

      “William.” I slam my phone onto kitchen table. Rage burns through my nerves. Candles rattle in their sterling silver holders. “You can’t pretend like that’s not you.”

      “I most certainly can,” he says, smiling slightly. “But I don’t need to. That’s not me, Marie. Come on, you know what people can do with Photoshop these days. I’m a Crawford.”

      I nearly gag. “You’re saying someone’s trying to frame you?”

      “It’s plausible. You know my family has enemies and there are plenty of jealous assholes in this city looking to take us down a peg.”

      “William.”

      “I’m only saying, that’s not me. Now come on, don’t get yourself worked up. Have a drink.”

      “No,” I say sharply, staring at him, seething. “I can’t believe you’re denying it.”

      He sighs and refills his glass. “Look, Marie. You understand the deal here, don’t you? My father is friends with your father, and they think we’re a good match. And hell, we are a good match. My family name will open doors for you that you’ve never dreamed of, and your father’s hedge fund will further enrich my family’s fortune. It’s a win-win situation. We marry, tie it all together, and boom, everyone’s happy. You pump out some babies and basically do whatever the hell you want. Why are you making things difficult?”

      I feel like the kitchen floor swallows me up. That’s the most direct, harshest description of our relationship I’ve heard anyone admit to so far. What he’s saying makes sense on the face of it. I mean, those are all the reasons why we’re doing this. He’s right, this isn’t love, this isn’t romance—it’s basically a business deal set up by our parents.

      What did I expect from him?

      And yet it hurts.

      It really fucking hurts.

      Maybe I’m silly and immature, but I’m a romantic. I’ve always dreamed of having a loving partner. I want warmth, comfort. I want a cottage with children and happiness and laughter. Instead, what this man’s offering is—money, quiet, solitude. He’ll knock me up and ignore me and I’ll spend my life chasing meaning, but never finding it.

      I thought we might build something together, as real partners. Maybe we wouldn’t fall in love, but I assumed some measure of tenderness would grow.

      But I was wrong.

      God, I was so stupid and wrong.

      And what bothers me even more?

      That he’d stand there and lie to my face about those pictures like I’m an idiot and can’t see the truth.

      “You’re cheating on me.”

      “Come on, Marie. I’m not. That’s not me.” He’s grinning now. He knows he’s being a bastard and he doesn’t care. He’s so used to getting his way that he probably can’t even imagine getting in trouble for this. How could he, when he’s doing nothing wrong in his head? It’s not cheating if it’s only a business deal.

      My heart’s snapping into pieces and I feel like I’m going to crumble to dust on the floor.

      I’m embarrassed and my head’s spinning, and he doesn’t care.

      “You’re lying. You’re cheating and now you’re lying about it, and why? What’s the point? If your argument is that our marriage isn’t real, why can’t you own up to what you’re doing?”

      He raises his glass thoughtfully, takes a sip, and shrugs. “Because it’s not me.”

      “You fucking bastard.” My hands shake as I grab my phone and shove it in his face. I make sure there’s a good picture of him with his tongue down some ugly club girl’s throat. “This is you. Admit it’s you.”

      “Passable lookalike at best,” he says, waving my phone away and slipping past, heading into the living room. “Marie, honey, I get you’re mad. This is all very weird. Why don’t we sit down, have some wine, order some good dinner from that place you like—”

      “No,” I say, raising my voice now. “Admit you’re cheating. Admit it’s you!”

      “Sorry,” he says, his smile slipping away. “Not gonna happen.”

      “Fuck you.” My embarrassment turns suddenly and a white-hot anger unlike anything I’ve ever felt rolls over me in a wave. “Fuck you, William. You lying piece of trash. I’m glad this happened now so I don’t have to divorce you later.”

      His face grows serious. “Wait, are you joking? You’re breaking the deal?”

      “Go to hell, you asshole.” I storm past him, so done with this farce. I’m so done with myself, with my father and William’s father, and everyone in my world. They’re all fakes, liars, monsters. All they care about is money and image and power.

      I’m done with it all.

      I want to burn it all to the ground.

      “Marie, wait.” William shouts like I’m his to command.

      But he’s nothing to me now.

      I run out the front door and slam it behind me as he tries to make me come back. I storm down the street and he doesn’t follow. I knew he wouldn’t, the coward. He’s too afraid to fight in public.

      He’s terrified of staining his perfect, good-boy image.

      And as I walk down the block, an idea hits me.

      A terrible, horrible idea.

      I really can burn it all down.

      I find a bar and duck inside. It’s dark and loud, and I sit in the corner at the bar and order a glass of wine. When it arrives, I throw it all back and type up an email on my phone.

      Hey, Bells, how the heck are you? I’ve got the best scoop of your career if you’re interested. It’s about my former fiancé, William Crawford. Want to see it?

      I hit send, head tingling.

      Bella Baby is a friend from school that started a gossip blog about a year ago. I’ve known her most of my life, ever since I was a little girl and we went to daycare together. We’ve been friends forever, and while we’re not super close, I still have total confidence in her.

      Her blog is hyper-niche, focused on rich, trust-fund babies like William living and playing on the East Coast, but it’s getting more and more popular among very young, very online people.

      I know this is a terrible mistake, but I’m so mad I can’t help myself.

      She gets back to me by the time I finish my second glass.

      Hey, girl! WOW, okay, this is a super crazy email. Are you SURE you want me to write about this? Whatever’s happening with you two, maybe think about it first, give it a couple days, before you bring me in?

      I order a third glass of wine before I start writing back. I tell Bella everything, from the random emails to all the photos. I find some of the most embarrassing and incriminating images and attach them and sit there staring at the screen.

      If I do this, it’s game over.

      I drain my third glass and I’m solidly tipsy now.

      William will never forgive me. It’ll nuke all my bridges and then some. My father will kill me. William’s family will kill me.

      But I keep seeing his face. That smug grin. That stupid shake of his head. That freaking denial.

      If he’d admitted it. If he’d taken some responsibility. Heck, if he’d apologized, I might still be at his place right now. This wouldn’t be happening. I’m naive, but I’m not stupid. Maybe we could’ve worked it out and come to an arrangement. Something that would benefit us both, or at least that would’ve minimized the fallout.

      Instead, that privileged asshole acted like he can do whatever he wants and walk away from it with clean hands.

      Don’t hold back, Baby, I type at the bottom.

      I hit send and seal my fate.
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      The bar is dark and hot and crowded and the opening band is too loud. Ansell Drake sits with Baptist sipping a whiskey and scowling around with a cold stare as the young people mill around them, laughing and shouting to each other over the music. A bubble of space forms around Ansell like everyone’s too afraid to get close to him, and I can’t blame them.

      I’m terrified. And not just because my phone’s been blowing up all day with messages from friends and family talking about the article Bella wrote.

      No, it’s Ansell and the way he keeps looking at me with this fierce, icy glare.

      I’m drawn to those eyes in a perverse way. I should be terrified—and in some ways, I am—but instead I’m drawn in like I can’t look away. I’m weak when he’s looking at me, weak and mindless. It’s stupid and silly, and I shouldn’t let myself get baited by my boss, but he’s so handsome and stands out in the crowd like a beacon of frozen sophistication in a sea of sweaty college-aged kids.

      “I like this place,” Baptist shouts over the music, grinning. He’s a good-looking man too—dark skin, straight teeth, short curly dark hair, muscular and well-dressed. “We’re too used to fancy fucking places, you know.”

      “Speak for yourself,” Ansel says, not smiling.

      “He pretends like he’s still from the streets, but he’s more used to yachts and private planes than he is dive bars these days.”

      “Well, uh, I’m glad you’re both here,” I say, not sure if I really mean it. I’m itching to check my phone, but I swore that I wouldn’t. I haven’t responded to anyone yet, and I just want to get through this before I deal with the real world again. I’m not even sure what I’m going to say. Sorry I ruined my fiancé’s reputation? William’s a piece of shit and his family is going to literally murder me? Everything feels so surreal, and poor Bella Baby, she’s dealing with all this crap too.

      “Kari said they’ll be on soon,” I say, trying to focus on the here and now.

      “Don’t worry, he looks like he’s miserable, but he loves it.” Baptist grins and nudges Ansell. “Admit it, you miserable prick.”

      “I admit nothing.” Ansell sighs and takes a drink. “But this place isn’t bad. I’ve been in much worse.”

      “Wow, truly a glowing review. Anyway, I’m getting a better view for the set.” Baptist gets to his feet. “You two be good.” He grins, winks at me and walks off, melting into the crowd. I don’t know what that’s supposed to mean and I catch a strange look from Ansell. He’s watching me over his drink, head tilted, frowning like he’s studying my body. I’m in a tight white top that shows off my midriff and my short dirty-blonde hair is down around my shoulders. My tight black jeans are the ones that make my butt look awesome, and yes, I wore them on purpose.

      I watch Baptist go, stomach flipping. I wish he’d stay—he’s a good buffer between me and my terrifying boss.

      “He’s got a good ear for this.” Ansell stares after his second-in-command and glances at me. “There’s a reason I keep him around.”

      “Oh,” I answer and clear my throat. “What about you?” I regret saying it right away, but he doesn’t bother replying, only watches the stage as the first band finishes their last song and Pride begins to prep for their set.

      I’m uncomfortable, shifting in my seat, not sure what I should be doing. Ansell keeps looking at me, and I’m not sure what he’s thinking. Probably regretting this whole night. I wonder if he knows about Bella Baby and the article, but no, Ansell is way above all that drama. Still, every time he looks at me, I get the feeling he’s really looking, like he’s fully present and studying my skin, from my arms to my lips to my breasts, and I don’t know what it means.

      Even with a wealthy father and all the connections I grew up with, Ansell is so beyond me it’s like he’s in a different world. And yet his gaze is piercing and intelligent and probing.

      I sip on a lukewarm beer and my boss, my handsome and scary boss, keeps glancing in my direction and scowling like he doesn’t know what to make of me, and that sends a shocking chill of excitement deep into my core.

      I should be freaking out. My life is literally crumbling at this very moment, and yet Ansell’s presence makes me feel—steady, somehow. I don’t want to analyze that too much.

      Fortunately, I’m saved by the band, as Pride dives into their first song, one of their more popular tunes from their first EP.

      I can’t tell if Ansell likes it, but I spot Baptist standing up front, nodding along and dancing with the crowd, looking like he’s having the time of his life. The band sounds good, especially Kira. Her drumming is fast and frenetic and full of life. Dean’s voice is on point, and Kurt’s bass rolls along, keeping a steady rhythm. Tobias rips a solo, and they churn right into their next song without stopping.

      Ansell leans toward me, lips coming close to my ear, and I shiver. “This is good,” he says, his voice a low rumble. “You have a good ear too.”

      I can’t help but smile at him as he leans back, still frowning. But maybe that’s a frown of approval. I like to imagine there are a thousand different frowns, like how the Eskimo have a thousand different words for different types of snow. I could become a scholar of Ansell’s glares and spend my life writing dissertations on the minute differences between them.

      I let myself enjoy the set as Pride finishes the second song, pauses to banter with the crowd a bit, and begins the third. Ansell seems engaged, if unhappy, and I’m beginning to think this is going well and maybe my life isn’t fully over, or at least my work life isn’t, when I spot William coming toward me from the entrance.

      I nearly scream.

      His face is a twisted mask of rage. He almost doesn’t look like himself. He comes right for me and I don’t know what to do. I can’t run, not with Ansell here, and I can’t act like anything is wrong without mortifying myself in front of my boss. I stand and let William grab my arm and lean forward to shout into my ear.

      “You fucked me, you little bitch,” he says, his face beet red. If anyone notices nearby, they don’t do anything. Ansell only watches, his expression unchanged.

      “How did you find me here?”

      “I knew your pet band was playing and guessed. We have to talk.” He starts to drag me away, but Ansell slowly stands.

      “Can I help you, kid?” Ansell’s voice extends over the music and William’s grip falters.

      “I’m talking to my fiancée,” he says, chin tilted up, meeting my boss’s challenge. “It’s not your business.”

      Ansell murmurs something I don’t catch and William drags me along. I don’t know what to do, so I follow. I’m afraid of making a scene and getting fired right when the band I care about and believe in is so close to making it. If I screw this up, it won’t just be my job on the line—Pride might have to find a new management team and who knows how that’ll go. Drake Entertainment is the best on the East Coast and getting bigger all the time, which means signing with them can change the band’s trajectory. Ansell could make them enormous, and I don’t want to ruin their chance at success. I care about them too much for that.

      I follow William out into the night. He tugs me along, fingers digging painfully into my flesh, until we reach a quiet alley, not unlike the alleys he used to drag his dates down. He shoves me ahead of him and stands there, seething, as Pride’s music drifts around us.

      “How the fuck could you send all that shit to Bella Baby?” He stares at me, seething, eyes bugged out. “She’s a goddamn cheap prissy little gossip rag bitch and everyone fucking believes the fake fucking shit she writes. Do you have any idea what you did? Do you have any clue how many calls I’ve gotten since that stupid bitch posted that fucking article?”

      “It’s not what I did, it’s what you did.” I stand my ground, glaring at him, trying to keep my terror in check. “You’re the one that denied everything, remember? Why not tell your friends and family that those pictures are Photoshopped?”

      William releases a sharp breath and steps forward, forcing me back against the wall. I stare into his eyes and see something I’ve never noticed before—there’s a fury deep inside of him, a white-hot rage that burns and churns and boils. His cheeks turn red and his eyes are bloodshot, and I wonder if he’s on something right now.

      I’ve seen him mad before, when we were kids. Our parents are friends and we’d see each other on holidays, during the Super Bowl, stuff like that. He’d come to my birthday parties and I’d go to his, at least until we got older and only wanted our school friends to come around. We went to different private schools—his were fancier and much more elite than mine—and ran in different circles.

      But we knew each other. We were even friends. And I remember him having these temper tantrums when he didn’t get his way, these horrible, screaming moments of pure rage. Once, I beat him at basketball, and he threw the ball into a lake and tore his shirt to ribbons in pure fury.

      I don’t remember him doing that as we got older, but now that I’m looking him in the eye and he’s trembling, I wonder if he ever really stopped or if he only learned how to control it.

      “You are nothing.” He says the words softly, but sharply. He moves closer. “You are a fucking ant, Marie. You and your fucking loser father. You’re a couple of classless, jumped-up peasants, with your dirty fingernails and your disgusting, tasteless manners. You’re worthless. You should’ve been worshiping at my goddamn feet for the chance to be my wife, and instead, you fucked me.”

      “I didn’t fuck you.” I tilt my chin up, trying not to let him see how afraid I am right now. “You fucked yourself.”

      “You’re dead, Marie. I’m going to ruin you. I’m going to burn you to the ground and my father’s going to do the same to your father. We’re going to make sure your family suffers and never recovers, because you stained the Crawford name, and we haven’t gotten to where we are by letting little bugs like you get away with embarrassing us in public.”

      “You should’ve just admitted it,” I say, staring into his face, feeling my own heat rise to match my fear. “You should’ve just said the truth instead of trying to deny it. You’re a cheating asshole and everything Bella Baby wrote was true. You deserved—”

      He cocks back his arm and slaps me across the face so hard I see lights. I gasp, my face turning to the side, and my head knocks against the brick wall behind me. He snarls and hits me again, backhanding me across the mouth, and I scream in pain and terror. William stands over me as I cower back, holding my bruised lips, blinking up at him to try to clear the lights from my eyes, but he’s seething and his hands are in fists, and I’m sure he’s going to beat me to death here and now, and there’s nothing I can do to stop it.

      His fist cocks back, but someone grabs it from behind. William grunts in surprise as he’s yanked back off balance and I stand, staring as Ansell punches my former fiancé so hard in the mouth that William drops to the ground in a heap.

      “You don’t touch women like that,” Ansell says, standing over him, radiating a frozen fury. He’s so calm, almost unnaturally calm, as William slowly gets to his knees, and then to his feet. “You certainly don’t touch my employees.”

      “Stay the fuck out of this,” William says through his teeth. “I know who you are. Ansell Drake, you jumped-up thug.”

      Ansell steps forward and William flinches back. “That’s right. That’s exactly what I am. Think about what you’re going to say next.”

      William’s jaw works. He’s bugged out, raging so hard he’s nearly mindless, and yet something in him regains control. He steps back, away from Ansell, and looks at me.

      “You’re dead, Marie. Do you understand me? I’m going to find you and I’m going to strangle the life from your pathetic little throat, and I’m going to enjoy every second.”

      “Leave now before I hurt you again.” Ansell remains still, radiating strength, standing between me and William.

      But William keeps staring at me for another second before turning and striding off into the rapidly forming crowd.

      I lean back against the brick and sigh, sliding down to the ground, leaning my face into my hands. I sob once, pathetic, hurting, unsure what I’m going to do now.

      William’s going to kill me. I fully believe he’ll do it and he’ll get away. The only reason I’m still alive, or at least not battered into a pulp, is Ansell Drake. And I can’t rely on Ansell showing up to save me.

      “Come with me.”

      I look at my boss’s cold stare. There’s no pity in his eyes. There’s no softness. But there is a spark, something sharp and intense, and undeniable.

      “Where?” I ask quietly, almost whispering.

      “To my apartment. You can stay there for tonight.”

      I stare at him in surprise. He doesn’t move, only looms above me, before reaching out a hand.

      I stare at the tattoos on his wrist, the tattoos that disappear into the sleeve of his tight black Henley, before accepting. His grip is firm and his palm is callused and rough, harder than I expected.

      He pulls me to my feet.
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      I shouldn’t have punched a Crawford in the face, but I’ll admit that it felt good. That brief bit of pleasure pierced through the otherwise impenetrable veil I keep wrapped around my emotions.

      “How’s the girl doing?” Baptist’s voice comes over the phone. The background is loud and he’s still back at the dive bar, watching the band finish up their set. He’ll talk to them, get a feel for their dynamic, and give me a rundown on what he’s thinking tomorrow. Pride is a good band, they’ve got all the metrics we look for, but I need to be sure they’re not going to implode due to petty bullshit the moment they get a taste of success and fame and money. Fortunately, Baptist is extremely good at reading people.

      “Battered. Bruised. Scared. But fine.”

      “Fucking William Crawford. You’ve got to be kidding me, Ansell.”

      “I know.”

      “The Crawford family is no joke. You realize that, right?”

      “I’m aware.”

      “And the girl is in your apartment right now?”

      I lean against the wall separating the kitchen from the living room. Marie is sitting on the couch holding ice against her lips and scrolling through her phone with this hunched-over posture like she’s collapsing in around herself.

      “Yes, right now.”

      “Fucking hell. Do you know what’s going on with those two?”

      “I don’t live under a rock. He cheated. She aired their dirty laundry.”

      “It’s a goddamn mess.”

      “I’m aware.”

      “And you threw yourself into the middle of it.”

      I sigh and rub my face. “Baptist. Is there a point to this?”

      “No, not really, just trying to make you understand how you can be such a fucking asshole sometimes.”

      “Yes, thank you. Should I have let that trust-fund prick beat my employee to death in that alley?”

      Baptist hesitates. “He’s a Crawford.”

      “And you’re the nice one.”

      He sighs. “No, you did the right thing, I know that. I’m just very aware of the shit that’s coming our way.”

      “I’ll handle it. I’m friendly with the Crawford patriarch. I’ll smooth things over.”

      “I hope so. Look, the band’s finishing up. I’m getting back in there. Just make sure you don’t do something even worse, okay?”

      “No promises.”

      He laughs as I hang up.

      I don’t go to her right away. I stay back and watch, studying her like I’ve been since she did that presentation on Wednesday. I could tell she was distracted at the time—and now I understand why—but she still spoke with a passion that’s rare in our business. People in the entertainment industry are jaded, too used to bad behavior, scammy shit, blood and guts and hell, and all that cold hard cash. And there was Marie, standing up in front of the conference room speaking about the artistry of Pride, about their cohesion as a group, about their songwriting abilities. Yes, she spoke of their fundamentals, their numbers, their socials, but it was the way she talked about their music that sold me.

      There’s something fascinating about that girl. Any woman that would burn a Crawford like that, especially knowing that that family is capable of, must be worth keeping around.

      Except I don’t want to get dragged into her drama.

      Bringing her here was a mistake. I’m sure of that. I’ve worked too hard to get to where I am only to fuck myself by drawing the ire of Magnus Crawford himself. Punching his oldest boy in the face was one thing, but taking the side of this girl over them will ensure that the entire Crawford machine will turn against me.

      And yet here she is.

      I step away from the wall and go toward her. She’s pretty, fucking beautiful. I’m drawn to the way she glows. Her skin’s tan, though still light, and her hair’s shoulder-length and dirty blonde. She has a heart-shaped face, soft lips, dark eyes, small cross earrings dangling from her round ears. Her crop top shows off a tight midsection and hints at her breasts. Her shoulders are small, her hips wide, her ass lovely. I’ve tasted a thousand women like her and more. And yet none have interested me so intensely and so quickly before.

      “How are you feeling?”

      She looks over, surprised to see me standing a few feet away, and shrugs. “I’m okay. Thanks for the ice.”

      “Your face is going to swell. You should keep that on for as long as you can stand it, but don’t be surprised when you have a nasty bruise.”

      She smiles slightly and winces. “Are you an expert on getting punched in the face?”

      “I’ve been punched a few times in my day.”

      She laughs but I can tell she’s not sure if it’s a joke. It’s not, but I don’t need to clarify.

      “I’m not sure what I’m doing here, if I’m honest with you.” She looks away, frowning at her phone. “I think I’m about to lose all my friends. Well, except for Bella Baby and a few others. But most of them anyway.”

      “They’re going to side with William. Are you surprised?”

      She frowns up at me. “Wait, do you know what I’m talking about?”

      I walk to the drink tray set up near the fireplace and pour myself a whiskey. I hesitate before pouring her one. I’m not sure she needs alcohol right now, but it might help dull the pain in her face. She accepts the crystal glass and sips from it, grimacing at the alcohol.

      I sit in the chair across from her, unwilling to risk sitting too close. I feel that yearning want in my stomach, that intense desire, stronger than it normally is. I want this girl, but she’s toxic. Getting too close, getting even more involved, will only make my life that much harder.

      “I know you think I’m old, but I’m not that old. I’m aware of Bella Baby.”

      Her eyes widen. “I didn’t say—I mean, I don’t think—”

      I wave a hand. “It’s fine. I only mean, I know what’s happening with you and your fiancé.”

      Her cheeks turn red and she looks down. Her phone buzzes a few times before she hits the power button, turns it off, and throws it to the other end of the couch. She leans forward, face in her hands, the ice discarded.

      “Most of them think I’m lying,” she whispers and I can tell she’s crying. My jaw works, head tilting, watching her carefully. I’m torn between going to her to comfort her, and staying where I am. I split the difference by leaning closer. “My dad’s furious. He thinks I should’ve tried to work out it.”

      “But you couldn’t do that.”

      “It’s pathetic, I know. I knew what I was getting into, at least I thought I did. But when I found out he’s been doing it this whole time, and he had the nerve to try to deny it to my face, I just snapped. I snapped and ruined my life and now he’s going to kill me.”

      She sobs again and I take a slow, deep breath.

      Fucking hell.

      This girl is radioactive.

      She’s a forest fire.

      A tsunami. An earthquake.

      I stand and sit next to her on the couch and my body’s ringing with desire. I want to touch her, pull her against me, and taste her tears. I want to lick them from her face then rip that top off, taste her lips, fuck her raw and senseless. I don’t know why I’m half hard watching her cry but it turns me fucking on, imagining her sobbing as I take her from behind, then screaming as she comes, and finally taking my cum on her tear-streaked lips when I’m finished with her.

      The moment I cross that line, there’s no turning back.

      “I admire you, you know.”

      She sobs once more and looks up at me. “What?”

      “I admire you. There aren’t many people that would cross the Crawford family the way you did. You embarrassed them so… thoroughly.” I give her the barest hint of a smile. “I like that about you.”

      She laughs once, sharply, bitterly. “I’m glad you like it. I can put that on my tombstone. Here lies Marie Pearce, murdered by William Crawford. At least Ansell Drake admired her momentary act of insanity.”

      “That’s too long. It won’t fit.”

      She laughs again and leans back, wiping her face. I hesitate before getting her some tissues. She dabs at her eyes and cleans the makeup from her cheeks, looking embarrassed all over. I have to stand by the fireplace and drink to keep myself from imagining her on her knees with that tear-streaked face, that makeup running all over, as my cock slides into her throat.

      “What am I going to do?” she asks, looking like she really wants me to answer.

      “I don’t know.” Which is the truth. She says she’s fucked, and she might be right.

      “And, oh, god, I think I messed up Pride’s only chance.” Her eyes widen with horror and she stands up and moves toward me. “Ansell, please. Don’t hold this disaster of a night against them. I know I’m a pathetic wreck and you’re going to fire me, but Pride is a really good band. They’re so talented, they deserve success.”

      I stare at her, bewildered. This girl is in my living room, drinking my alcohol, using my tissues, crying on my goddamn couch, her life is in shambles, she’s afraid of being murdered by a family that can genuinely get away with murder, and yet she’s worried about some pop band?

      It’s mind-boggling. But hell, she really means it.

      “Don’t worry about then. Baptist stayed behind to feel them out and I’ll hear his report in the morning.”

      She chews her lip. “Really? You still might sign them even though I’m a pathetic wreck?”

      “Yes, really. I still might sign them.”

      She comes closer and leans up against the mantle. “Fuck, I’m sorry. I’m extremely embarrassed.”

      “I understand.”

      She snorts and glances at me. “That’s not reassuring.”

      “Should I tell you everything will be okay? You fucked William Crawford. I can’t imagine you’re anywhere near this being over.”

      She groans. “Why am I so stupid?”

      “You’re not stupid.” I say the words before I mean to, but they still out anyway. “You’re passionate. You care about people.”

      “How do you know that?”

      “I went to that show tonight because of the way you spoke about that band. There are a million bands that sound like them, and some are even better, but I’ve never seen a talent scout so invested before. You genuinely care about them, and that makes me intrigued. You screwed over William Crawford instead of letting him walk all over you, which would’ve been much smarter, by the way, and I admire that as well. Yes, you’re a mess. But an impressive mess.”

      She stares at me, mouth open. I look back at that pink tongue and those lips, swelling now, cold from the ice. I move closer to her, too close, way too fucking close. She’s small, petite, easily swallowed up by my bulky frame. She doesn’t back away as my hand presses against the small of her back and I feel her trembling, and I wonder if she can feel how hard my cock is in return.

      “An impressive mess,” she whispers, shaking her head. “You should kick me out. If you were smart, you’d get me the hell away from here and start apologizing to the Crawfords.”

      “I’ll deal with them. Don’t worry about me.”

      “Right, you will. You’re Ansell Drake. For a second, I forgot.”

      “You’re right, I am Ansell Drake.” I lean down and brush my lips against hers. I shiver with delight. They’re freezing from the ice, and I taste a bit of blood and tears. My cock is trembling with need. “I do what I please and I take what I want. I know what my employees call me behind my back.”

      She sucks in a breath. “You do?”

      “Ice King. I like it. The name suits me. And do you know why I haven’t sent you away yet?”

      “No,” she says, staring into my eyes.

      My hand moves up to snake into her hair. “Because right now, I find you so sexy it’s like my body can’t control itself. I know I should throw you out on the street and yet looking at you, with your swollen and bloody lips, and your tear-streaked cheeks, I want to destroy you even more, Pearce. I want to taste your sorrow, lick your tongue, suck your tears dry, and fuck you until you scream. I want to ruin you. You are at your lowest and, god, you are so fucking beautiful, it kills me.”

      She releases a soft moan as I press my lips against hers and kiss her hard.

      She moans into my mouth. I release a pent-up growl, warring with myself. This is wrong, this is stupid, and yet she tastes like blood and tears and sweat and, fuck, I love it. She grinds her hips against me, feeling my hardness now, my cock like a steel rock. I want to drive it between her lips and make her tear up again. I want to slam it between her legs and make her scream.

      I pull back, buzzing with lust and she stares back at me, lips kiss-bitten and beautiful.

      “I should go,” she whispers, extracting herself from my arms. “I should really go. Oh my god, I think I’ve embarrassed myself enough tonight.” She hurries over to her phone and I only watch her hips sway, barely controlling myself. “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have come here. I shouldn’t have imposed. Just, please, don’t take it out on Pride, okay?” She shoves her phone into her bag and hurries toward my elevator.

      “Wait.” I bark the word. She pauses and looks back. There’s fear in her eyes, but something else as well.

      Fear, mixed with lust.

      “Stay the night.”

      Her mouth opens. Her eyes widen.

      “I don’t—”

      “If you go back to your apartment, he’ll be waiting.” I don’t move toward her. Right now, she’s balanced on a knife’s edge, and she could tip either direction. “Even if he’s not, he’ll find you there sooner or later. My apartment is safe. Spend the night here and figure out what you’re going to do in the morning.”

      “Ansell, I don’t know. I’ve imposed enough already.”

      “If you’re afraid of me breaking down the door in the middle of the night to have my way with you, don’t be. When I fuck you, you’ll come begging for it first.”

      She stares at me and I feel that desire pinging between us. It’s a signal, strong and undeniable.

      “Are you sure?” She barely whispers the words.

      “I’ll show you to the extra room. Lock your door if you’re afraid of me.” I tilt my head, still not smiling. “It wouldn’t be the dumbest thing you’ve done recently.”

      She takes a deep, shaky breath, and lets it out.

      “Okay. I’ll stay. But you’ll regret it.”

      She’s right, I will regret it, but she doesn’t understand why.
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      I wake in my boss’s extra bedroom with its attached bathroom and all its amenities like I’m in some kind of hotel or like he’s used to having overnight guests at the last minute.

      How the hell can my life get any worse?

      At least the door is closed and locked.

      I roll onto my side and stare at my phone. I haven’t turned it on since shutting it down in a fit of fury the night before and I don’t want to, not right now. The sheets are butter soft and the bed is like a cloud, and the clock says it’s a little past seven. I slept later than I wanted to, but I’m so damn warm and comfortable, and I don’t want to face the world.

      Everything out there is bleak, and it’s only going to get worse.

      The backlash has been fast and severe. Half the people commenting on Bella Baby’s feed think I’m a liar, and the other half think I should be murdered real slow for airing something so ugly about a “great man” like William.

      It makes me sick.

      Losing most of my so-called “friends” wasn’t a big surprise. As soon as my engagement to William was announced, suddenly everyone wanted to hang out and invite me to parties. I swear, I got like fifty invitations to different events that first week alone, and they kept coming. It was like suddenly, just because I was engaged to a Crawford, I was worth something.

      I’ll admit it was exciting at first. I enjoyed the attention and liked having something to do. But soon it became obvious I didn’t matter beyond arm-candy for William, because half the time he didn’t come with me to the events, and nobody gave a damn when I was there without him. It was like my entire life revolved around William and the Crawford family, and I was only an afterthought.

      No, losing those leeches is fine. Whatever, I’ll survive. My social calendar will be quieter, but I’ll figure out who my real friends are.

      It’s my father’s rage that’s killing me.

      He hates me. Really, I think he wants to kill me as much as William does. The rage-texts he sent are horrifying, even for a man that spent my whole life dictating where I went and what I did. He’s always been controlling, but this is another level of intense, and I don’t know what I’m going to do when I leave this place and walk-of-shame out into the world.

      I close my eyes and think back to that moment by the fire and the way Ansell looked at me. He had his usual coldness, his chilly intensity, but the fire was closer to the surface. His hands were strong, and rough, and warm, and his body felt so good when he pulled me against him, and his thick, hard cock twitched against my stomach and I swear I thought he was going to tear me in half with that thing, and some part of me wanted him to.

      Then the way he looked at me, and the way he spoke to me. Like he thought it was sexy that I was a crying mess.

      I don’t know how to feel about it. I mean, obviously, it’s psychotic—

      But I’ve never been so turned on in my life.

      The intensity of his stare and his pure, animalistic need to dominate me. To take me, kiss hurt, maybe even hurt me more before giving me the release I need. A man like Ansell will destroy me if I let him, and he’ll enjoy every moment of my demise.

      I’m not sure who’s worse, William or Ansell.

      But the answer’s obvious.

      William will kill me from rage.

      Ansell will kill me from pleasure.

      I’d rather die coming than strangled.

      It’s not a real choice. That was only one strange moment of weakness between us. He found me attractive and acted on that need, and I was vulnerable enough to go along with it. We both know it was wrong and it definitely won’t happen again. I mean, Ansell isn’t stupid—why would he get involved with someone like me, now of all times?

      He’d practically invite the Crawford family to burn him to the ground.

      I get up and clean myself off the best I can even though I’m stuck wearing the same clothes from the night before. I want to shower, but there’s no towel, probably to discourage guests from staying too long. I smile to myself—Ansell’s a bachelor and always will be.

      Any ideas I might have about getting entangled with that man are pure, sick, twisted fantasy.

      Besides, he terrifies me. The rumors about him are horrible, and if even half of them are true, he’s as dangerous as the Crawfords. Possibly even worse. I shiver at thought of kissing that man, that gangster and psychopath, and do my best to put a good face on.

      Time to face hell.

      I slip out into the hallway and tip-toe toward the living room. The apartment is quiet and empty. It’s a beautiful place, the penthouse of a massive residential tower in the nicest part of the city. Hardwood flooring, modern windows, brand new and gleaming. It’s similar to William’s home, but without the old-world charm.

      Ansell’s place is cold like an ice palace. Impersonal and perfectly clean. The furnishings are expensive, but minimal.

      I sneak toward the elevator, heart racing. I don’t want to face him right now. I just want to leave and deal with the fallout and accept my fate.

      I only hope he really won’t hold last night against Pride.

      “Where are you going?”

      I freeze near the elevator and slowly turn.

      Ansell’s standing near the kitchen. He’s got a pot of coffee in one hand and he’s wearing a pair of loose black sweats and a tight white t-shirt that shows off his chiseled body. Tattoos snake up his arms and peek out from his chest. His eyes are sharp and narrow, his face cold and closed-off. The heat I saw last night is entirely gone.

      “Home,” I say, hugging myself, mortified. I can’t believe I kissed him. It was an incredible kiss, a world-changing kiss, but maybe the stupidest thing I’ve done in my life.

      Well, second stupidest.

      “Not yet. Come have coffee.” He disappears back into the kitchen.

      I stand there, torn. I can leave now. He’s not really stopping me. But his tone wasn’t a question, and I’m compelled to obey. I chew my lip and drift after, finding him pouring two mugs next to his gleaming silver appliances.

      “Really, I should go. I’ve imposed enough.” I laugh awkwardly, looking away. “Last night was crazy. I’m so sorry you had to deal with all that stuff, but—”

      “Come here.” He frowns at me over his shoulder and gestures.

      I hesitate, but move closer. Is he going to kiss me again? Pull my hair? Fuck, what am I doing?

      He nods at the refrigerator. The door is stainless steel and polished to a mirror-gleam. I look at myself and frown a bit, touching the bruise that’s forming on my lips. It looks even worse now than it did when I woke up twenty minutes ago.

      “You can’t leave looking like that,” he says and sits down at the kitchen table. He sips his coffee black. “Someone will think I hit you if you’re seen leaving here.”

      I take my mug and hold it. “I’m just going home.”

      “You look like you got beaten. Someone might ask questions.”

      “So what? I can tell the truth. I’ve already screwed up enough.”

      He shrugs. “You can if that’s what you want, but imagine how this will look. You exit my apartment with a bruised lip? You might not want that level of scrutiny.”

      “Why do you care?” The question comes out harsher than I expected.

      “You’re right. I shouldn’t. And I don’t.”

      “Then I’ll go.”

      “They will kill you.” His face remains even and his voice is strong. “Stay here today. I’ll send someone for your things. Come into work with me on Monday, and from there, you’ll figure out what to do. That’s the best I can offer you.”

      I stare at him, barely comprehending. Stay here for another day? He’s got to be crazy. Why would he want that? He’s already worried that I’ll drag him into this horrible situation, and he doesn’t want me leaving because someone might misconstrue my staying here, especially with this black eye.

      And yet he has to know that keeping me around for longer is only going to make it worse.

      “I’m not sure that’s a good idea.” But I drift toward the table as he watches me.

      “It’s a good idea for you, but a very bad one for me. Luckily, I don’t mind taking risks, especially where a family like the Crawfords are concerned.”

      My lips twitched slightly thinking back to him knocking William to the ground with ease. “You seem to have a grudge against them.”

      “Not them in particular, but their kind.”

      “Rich people?”

      “Spoiled, worthless scum.”

      I laugh once, sharply. “You might say the same about me.”

      He shrugs slightly. “And half the people that work at my company. I’m aware of the contradiction. But there’s a difference between having a father that worked hard to earn his station in the world and having a family that does nothing but leech off the money made by generations long dead. The Crawfords and their like with their absurd fortunes bring nothing to society. They’re a cancer on our world.”

      I sink down in to the chair across from him. “That’s pretty intense coming from a guy as rich as you are.”

      “I’m rich because I’ve worked hard and killed to be where I am.” That word, killed, echoes in my mind. I don’t think he means it as a metaphor. “William and the Crawfords are all weak and useless. It’s a stain on our society that we let them exist at all.”

      “Are you getting political right now?”

      “I’m a realist, Pearce. Nothing more.”

      I tap my nail against the mug, head dizzy. “You’re serious about letting me stay.”

      “I’m serious, yes. You’re my employee and I’ll admit to feeling some responsibility for you.”

      “You don’t have to. I made this choice.”

      He leans back, contemplating that. “Yes, you did, but I don’t think you made it fully understanding what would happen. William is going to come for you again. He’s going to hurt you again.”

      I shiver and look down at my hands. “Thanks for reminding me.”

      “You need a plan. You need to figure out how to survive. I won’t step in any more than I already have, but I will give you a safe place to lie low for a day so you can get your things in order.”

      “Like so I can write a will?”

      “If that’s what you think you need to do.”

      I let out a frustrated sigh and shake my head. “Thanks, but no thanks. You’ve done too much already. You punched William in the face, remember? He won’t forget it.”

      “I’m not too concerned about that. He’s a prissy child, but he’s not stupid enough to start a war with me over that. No, he’ll take his inadequacies and his frustrations out on you.”

      I sip my coffee and close my eyes. He’s right, I know he’s right. William’s going to let his anger build and stew until he turns it all on me, and I don’t know if I’ll walk away from another encounter with him alive. Ansell can’t be there to save me every time someone tries to beat me to death.

      What he’s offering is tempting. I could use this place as a home base for the day, send out some messages, really figure out where I stand with people, and go from there. On Monday, maybe I can return to my apartment after work if I’m able to find a way to smooth things over enough with William to the point where he no longer is actively trying to murder me. The Crawfords will get their revenge, but maybe I can get them to downgrade that to a less intense sentence.

      But if I do take Ansell up on his offer, that means I owe him something, and I already owe him too much. Besides, he’s made it clear that he doesn’t want to get more involved than he already is, and holing myself up in his apartment is going to drag him in even deeper.

      “Thank you for the generous offer, but I have to politely decline.” I look up and meet his cold gaze. I finish my coffee and push my chair back. “Thank you so much for last night. Thank you for saving me from William. But I won’t repay that kindness by making your life harder than it’s already going to be.”

      He tilts his head. “Are you sure?”

      “I’m sure.” I step away from the table, leaving the mug behind. “I’ll order an Uber and head back to my place. Don’t worry about me, I’ll be okay.”

      He says nothing as I leave the kitchen and head into the living room.

      A part of me wants to turn back and go to him. His intense frigidity and frozen outward demeanor is scary, but I got a taste of what lurks beneath his appearance. I felt the heat bubbling down inside and saw it spill out of him as he kissed me in front of the fireplace. I could stay here and figure my shit out, and maybe even spend more time with Ansell—

      But no, that’s selfish. I can’t do that to him, not after what he did for me last night. If I want to look myself in the mirror after all this, I need to get out of here before I make things harder on him.

      I turn toward the elevators but stop as a phone hanging beside it begins to ring. I frown, not sure what to do, as he comes out of the kitchen and spares me only a passing glance as he walks over to answer it. “Yes? Downstairs? And he says he won’t leave? All right then, send him up. I’ll receive him here.” He hangs up the phone and turns to look at me.

      “What?” I ask, heart beating fast at the intensity in his eyes.

      “Do you know who Heiko Child is?”

      My hands drift up toward my mouth. I know Heiko, at least in passing, and his reputation isn’t good. William mentioned him once in passing, about how Heiko once broke a paparazzi’s wrist for taking pictures of the Crawford patriarch.

      “He’s here, right now?”

      “Coming up the elevator as we speak.” Ansell turns his back to me. “You should hide.”

      “Ansell. He’s here for me. You don’t have to—”

      He holds up a hand to forestall any more arguing. “This is my home, Pearce.”

      That’s argument enough. He remains planted before the elevator and I linger there, torn between helping and hiding, and finally hiding wins out. I duck around the corner, pressed flat against the wall, breathing fast and hard.

      Heiko Child is coming. The Crawford family fixer. Former Marine and private detective. He’s their head of security, their hired muscle, their main thug and personal killer.

      And he’s here for me.
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      I take a step back as the elevator dings and the doors slide open.

      Heiko stands leaning against the far wall with his arms crossed over his chest. He’s wearing dark jeans and a button-down shirt tucked in them, and he pushes off and steps into my apartment, but only far enough to allow the doors to slide shut behind him. “Hello, Ansell,” he says with a smile.

      “Heiko.” I nod once but stand my ground.

      He’s a couple inches shorter than I am, but still over six feet with muscular arms and shoulders. His hair is cut short and dirty blond, and he’s got a scruffy beard on his chin. He wears glasses, and I think they’re fake and meant to make people underestimate him. Sometimes it works, but I know better.

      There are a lot of dangerous men in this city. I’ve worked with most of them and killed some in my day. Heiko is one of the few that I’ve avoided, not because I fear him, but because I’m not stupid enough to risk getting involved with someone as talented at murder as he is. The man seems outwardly calm, but I feel the tension rippling from him in waves.

      “I’m here for Marie Pearce. Please bring her to me.”

      I shake my head. “No, thank you.”

      “You’re not going to pretend like she’s not here?”

      “I wouldn’t insult you.”

      Heiko laughs once. “I respect you, Ansell. You’re a formidable man. You still scrap in the yard with the rest of us thugs and thieves, and I like that. But my employers want me to bring the girl in, and that’s what I plan on doing.”

      I grunt once, studying him. Heiko’s not carrying a gun that I can see, and he’s not dressed to conceal something. That doesn’t mean he’s not armed though. My own weapons are tucked away in my bedroom, out of reach, and if it came down to a fight, I’m not sure which of us would walk away.

      “Last night, I saved the girl from getting beaten to death by one of your employers. She’s here for her own safety.”

      He shrugs and gestures. “Not my problem.”

      “I can’t let her go with you. I understand if that causes you some anxiety, but it’s not going to happen.”

      His jaw works. “Don’t be difficult. What’s this girl to you?”

      It’s a fair question. What is this girl to me? “An employee.”

      He laughs. “You’re willing to cross the Crawfords for an employee? Come on, Ansell. You’re not that stupid.”

      I wish he were right, but apparently not. I want to glance back to see if she’s still hiding out of sight, but I can’t look away from this man, not even for a second. I hope she’s not stupid enough to turn herself over to him.

      She has to know what the Crawfords will have him do to her if she goes.

      And I know what they’re going to do to me if I refuse to let her. I didn’t want to get involved, and yet at every opportunity I dig myself deeper and deeper. No matter what now, Heiko’s going to leave here and tell Magnus that I stood in his way and refused to give the girl over. That’ll be all the reason Magnus needs to turn on me and try to kill me himself. My only play here is to hand the girl over and wash my hands of the situation.

      But I won’t do that.

      Nobody comes to my home and tells me what to do.

      Not for any fucking reason, and especially not to hurt one of my employees.

      “The girl is mine.” I speak sharply and clearly. I hope she hears it. I hope she thinks of last night and my kiss, and god, I want her to picture my tongue in her mouth. Those tears, that running makeup, it drove me wild. All that emotion was like a salve on my wounded and broken soul. It’s so hard for me to feel much of anything, but last night with Marie, there were too many emotions to ignore.

      And it was heaven.

      Heiko sighs and taps a finger on his bicep. “Tell you what. I don’t want to escalate this right now and find out which one of us will walk away from a fight. We’re both smart enough to know it could go either way.”

      I don’t react. He grins and keeps talking.

      “I’ll go back downstairs. I’ll wait outside for as long as I have to. Eventually, you’ll change your mind, and the girl will come out. I’ll take her to my employees and I won’t mention this little interaction.”

      “I won’t allow that to happen.”

      He shrugs and turns back to the elevator. Bold of him to turn his back to me, but I don’t move to take advantage. He presses the call button and the elevator opens instantly.

      “Think about it,” he says as he steps inside. “The girl isn’t worth it.”

      The doors slide shut and Heiko is gone.

      I relax an inch but adrenaline still courses through my veins. That was extremely close and could’ve easily tipped into something dangerous and violent. If Marie hadn’t stayed hidden, or if Heiko was feeling lucky today, I might be in a lot of pain right now.

      “I should go down.”

      I turn to see her standing in the doorway to the kitchen. She’s trembling and white, so damn pale, all the color drained from her face. Which means she knows Heiko’s reputation and is aware of what’ll happen to her the moment he lays his hands on her.

      “You can’t do that.”

      “If I don’t, you’re going to be in deep trouble, just like me. Ansell, this isn’t your problem.” She takes a few steps toward the elevator.

      “Pearce.” I bark her last name and she freezes. “Did you hear what I said to him?”

      She turns to look at me, trembling. “Yes,” she whispers.

      “I said you’re mine. I mean it. You’re not going down there, not while he’s lurking around outside.”

      “Ansell—”

      “Enough,” I say, barely controlling my anger. It’s so rare for me to feel anger, and I think I enjoy it. “You are mine and this is my house. You’re not going anywhere until you’re safe. Do you understand?”

      She steps back, afraid. The fear is like a vibrating star in my vision. I want to drink it down and feast on the emotion. I move closer to her, trembling.

      “Why?” she asks softly. “I don’t understand why you’d risk so much for me. I’m a stranger. I’m nothing to you.”

      How can I explain? How can I tell her that I was left alone in a room for hours on end when I was a child, for years and years when my mother was working and abusing pills, and it broke something inside of me? How I can’t feel a damn thing anymore, except for last night when she was crying, and right now as she’s staring at me with terror in her eyes? I crave that emotion so badly, because I’m cracked and broken.

      How can I tell her that I’m not sure I’m human anymore?

      “I told you, Pearce, you’re mine, and I won’t let you go anywhere, not until it’s safe.”

      She chews her lip and turns from me, hurrying to the elevator. She tries to get past, but I grab her wrist and pull her back. She releases an anguished groan as I shove her against the wall and pin her there, fury rolling down my spine, sweet fury. Rage is better than the nothing I normally feel. My life is a fog and I’m drifting through it, flitting from one moment to the next, and so few things break through the barriers that surround me.

      Almost nothing can melt through the ice.

      Except for her.

      And I don’t know why.

      “Let me go,” she says, staring into my eyes. Tears gather in her lids. “You’re hurting me.”

      I tighten my grip. “Heiko will do worse.”

      “Ansell, please. I don’t want to do this. I don’t want to owe you more than I already do. The Crawfords, they’re going to ruin you for this.” The tears roll down her cheeks and I groan with pleasure as I lean forward and lick them from her skin. She sucks in a shocked breath and I let my lips linger near hers, my heart racing.

      What am I doing? Why am I going so far? And yet I can’t help myself. She feels so much and she’s willing to sacrifice herself just to make sure I don’t get hurt. She doesn’t know me, and she doesn’t owe me a damn thing, just like I don’t owe her anything, and yet she’s still willing to face hell to make sure I don’t get dragged down by her side.

      My right hand snakes into her hair and I pull it. She gasps in alarm as my mouth finds her throat. I kiss and bite softly, making her groan in pain or pleasure, I can’t tell the difference. I’m not sure I care.

      “I’ve said it already. You’re mine, Pearce. I’m not letting you go.”

      She struggles but I shove her harder against the wall and as she meets my eyes with fear buzzing from her body in waves, I slam my mouth against hers and kiss her hard enough to hurt.
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      I don’t know what to do.

      I don’t know what I want.

      I need to run away, but I can’t move.

      He’s got me.

      And he’s not letting go.

      I fall into that kiss, that painful and incredible kiss. He tastes like coffee and licorice and mint and I moan as his right hand tightens in my hair and the left roughly yanks down my jeans. I writhe my hips and try to shove him away, simultaneously wanting this and scared of it, but he doesn’t seem to notice or care what I want.

      He bites my lower lip hard and I think the wounds William gave me are starting to bleed. It only makes Ansell more excited as he licks the blood from my mouth, licks the tears from my cheeks, and slides a hand down between my legs.

      “I knew you wanted this the moment I saw you in that conference room,” he says, his voice low and resonant as he palms my pussy. “You’re dripping wet, Pearce. You’re soaked through, you filthy fucking girl. Are you as broken as I am? Do you want to feel this so badly that you’re willing to give yourself to me, all the consequences be damned?”

      “I don’t know,” I moan, and I want to scream yes but also want to beg him to stop, and I’m torn in half between need and want and desire and what’s right.

      But his fingers deftly shove my panties aside and roll down the length of my folds, sliding along my slick skin to roll around my clit, and fuck, I forget about right and wrong and there’s only feeling good, right here, right now, with this monster.

      He kisses me again, crushing my mouth as his fingers slide inside. He’s rough and raw and it hurts and feels good all at once, and I want him so badly it’s like insanity screaming in my head. He yanks my hair and turns me around, ripping my top up to cup my breasts. His hard cock slams against my ass and he roars in my ear as his fingers move back down around my hips to tease my clit, and I’m moaning, my tears all gone, the taste of blood in my mouth, and pleasure rips down my spine.

      “Look at you,” he purrs as he shoves my hands on the wall and leaves them there. He steps back and takes off his sweats and his boxer briefs. I’m mostly naked now, my top shoved up, my pants on the floor, my panties ripped to the side, my glistening pussy naked in the air for him. His long, thick, hard cock’s veiny and glistening with precum and throbbing in his massive hand.

      “What are you doing?” I whisper, panting hard. “Is this why you brought me home?”

      “No, Pearce. It’s not at all. I brought you here to save you from that little prick William, but now I can’t help myself. Look at you. Legs spread, hands up, vulnerable and trembling. You want me to fuck you, don’t you? You want me to do it, but you’re terrified.”

      “I’m scared of what’ll happen next,” I say, biting my lip. It hurts, but the pain feels good too.

      “You’re worried I’ll destroy you. You’re terrified that if I fuck you and own you, you’ll never escape me. And you’re right to be afraid, Pearce. I will leave my mark on you. I will hurt you, yes, and I will make you come, yes, and I will make you swallow my cock and beg for more, and I will take you and use you until you break from it.”

      “Maybe I should’ve left with Heiko.”

      “Too late now.”

      He grabs my hair and spanks my ass hard. Pleasure and pain explode through me in waves and I gasp in shock. He does it again, rough, unrelenting, hard enough to leave a palm print on my ass. He spanks me again, and again, growling as he does it, my short blonde hair in his fist, my mouth open and my eyes rimmed with tears as pain and pleasure war in my body for dominance, and it’s driving me crazy as so many intense, extreme emotions break through my skin. He’s so big and so fucking hard that I’m afraid he’s going to break me, but he grabs my hair tighter until my back arches as I gasp in pain, presses his tip against my soaked and gaping entrance, and thrusts himself deep inside.

      “Oh, fuck,” I moan as he fills me to the brim with his thick cock. I stretch wide and, god, it hurts and feels so fucking good, and I’m sure he’s going to ruin me now but I want to be broken for him. I want him to fuck me until I’m stretched wide and I never want to forget the feeling of him deep inside me. He slams into me again, and again, taking my little body and dominating me, going deeper and deeper as he spanks my ass, and I’m moaning his name and trying to keep my mind from shattering into a million little pieces as my eyes roll back and pain and pleasure slam into each other like competing waves.

      He bites my shoulder hard and I scream with the sudden overwhelming intensity of it. He growls and kisses me and licks my bloody mouth and fucks me faster, making it hurt and making it feel good, and I’m so lost in the pleasure that it starts to drag me down deeper into my body, like he’s pinning me into this moment.

      It’s crazy, terrifying, and I crave even more. I’ve never felt something like this before, the mixture of terror and pure, physical lust, the fear that he’ll take it too far tempered by my need for him to press my limits. I want to know how deep I can go, how much it can hurt, and what the limits of pleasure are.

      He spanks my ass hard, then fucks me fast and teases my clit, then bites the back of my neck and keeps going, alternating between pleasure and pain until my back arches and the pressure building inside my core is too much to ignore, it’s too much to hold back. He’s taking me too far, imploding any sense of self I have left as an orgasm rips into my skin and explodes down along his cock. My body clenches, my pussy tightens around his shaft, and my orgasm is like a symphony as it rises higher and higher and crescendos in a thunderclap of bliss.

      Slowly, he releases me, and I lean against the cool wall, panting hard as sweat beads between my breasts and down my back.

      “Not done yet,” he whispers and I understand there’s no rest for me, not right now, and he guides me down to my knees by my hair and slides his cock in my mouth. “Lick it clean.”

      I obey, eager, lapping his shaft like a good girl. He slides his tip into my mouth and fucks my lips, groaning like he’s right on the edge, and tears begin to stream down my face again, but these aren’t tears of sorrow. No, they’re tears from trying to take a cock too big for me, but I don’t relent until he finally finishes on the back of my tongue and into my throat.

      “Swallow,” he commands, leaving the tip of his cock between my lips. I struggle, but I take every drop, and finally, he pulls back, and my ears are ringing with pleasure. I stare at him from my knees, drool dripping from my chin mixed with his cum, blinking rapidly, barely able to think as he reaches down to wipe my mouth clean. He shoves his thumb between my lips and I lick it off, every drop, until he pulls back, his hard, cold eyes lit up with an inner fire for the first time since I met him, a real blaze of emotions.

      “Good girl,” he whispers and kisses me gently. “Good fucking girl, Pearce. Now you’re truly mine.”

      I nod and collapse back against the wall, overwhelmed and breathing hard and staring at him with dull and glassy eyes.
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      He carries me to the shower, tenderly washes me off, and disappears for the rest of the day. I’m left alone in his gorgeous apartment staring out the huge floor-to-ceiling windows at an incredible view of the city and wondering what the hell just happened.

      I can feel him between my legs still, pulsing. I can taste him on my lips. His fingers left their imprints on my skin, and his voice is like music still in my head.

      None of my problems are solved. William still hates me and my father’s going to murder me. The whole Crawford family is going to drag me into the street and tar and feather me like I’m an old-timey witch.

      I’m still grinning like an idiot all afternoon and don’t bother turning on my phone. Avoiding reality feels so damn good.

      He doesn’t return that evening. I get anxious, but around six, the elevator dings, and I leap to my feet expecting to see him—instead, it’s a nice deliveryman with dinner from the high-end Chinese restaurant down the street and a note.

      Eat and feel good. I’ll see you early tomorrow morning. Ansell.

      I frown at the paper and run my finger over the pen before sighing and sitting down to obey on his obscenely expensive couch. An hour later, another man shows up, this one with multiple shopping bags from several designers and another note.

      For work tomorrow. Enjoy. Ansell.

      Skirts, pants, tops, blazers. Underwear, some of it revealing and sexy, some of it comfortable and sensible.

      I stare at the bags and can’t quite wrap my head around the lavish expense. All of this just because I need something to wear tomorrow?

      There must be a few thousand dollars’ worth of clothing in those bags.

      Where the hell is he?

      I don’t know what I’m still doing still in this apartment. I save the Chinese leftovers and put them in his large, mostly empty refrigerator. I unpack the clothes, try on a few outfits, and choose something for tomorrow. All the while I keep thinking about him pinning me to the wall, kissing me, fucking me, hurting me. Pleasure, pain, all of it so intense I could barely believe that I was left alive at the end.

      I get a restless night of sleep.

      In the morning, he’s waiting for me in the kitchen with a to-go mug of coffee.

      “How did you sleep?” he asks, not smiling, not acting like this is strange at all.

      “Good, thank you.” I’m in a pencil skirt and a white blouse, and I like the way his eyes move down my hips. “You really didn’t need to do all this. You can return the clothes I didn’t choose.”

      “They’re yours now.”

      “It’s too much.”

      “Too bad, Pearce. I’ll have my assistant drop them off at your apartment.”

      I raise my eyebrows. “Baptist runs your errands.”

      “I have multiple assistants.”

      I sip my coffee and chew my lip. “You didn’t have to disappear yesterday, you know. I mean, you didn’t need to on my account.”

      “I had business.” He turns away. “Don’t worry, Pearce. I wouldn’t run just because you’re around. Now, come on. I like getting in early.”

      I follow him down the elevator and out front to a private car. I look around for Heiko, but he’s nowhere to be seen. I’m nervous as the driver takes us through the crowded early morning Philly streets, and Ansell’s focused on his phone, frowning at emails or news or texts, I don’t bother asking what he’s looking at. It’s none of my business and whatever deal we had is officially over. He kept up his end of the bargain and let me stay in the safety of his apartment and he got me to work alive today, which is way more than I had any right to expect.

      Now we’re done, and his coldness is back, the burning intensity in his eyes from the day before is completely gone like it was never there, and I wonder if I’ll ever see it again.

      “People are going to ask you about William,” he says as the car parks out in front of the building. “There will be uncomfortable questions. If anyone pushes too hard, tell me. I will deal with them.”

      “You’ve done too much already,” I say, looking at my lap. At some level, I want this weekend to be over so I’m forced to face reality. I still haven’t turned on my phone, and I know I’m only delaying the inevitable, and probably making it way worse.

      But I also don’t want to go back to my life. I want to stay in his apartment, his magical apartment, and feel the strange, impossible depths of my body. I want him to drag me to my limits, kicking and screaming. It terrifies me, but that only heightens the excitement.

      He puts his phone in his pocket and stares at me. The Ice King is back and I don’t know what he’s thinking or feeling, or if he can feel anything at all.

      “I told you already, Pearce. You’re mine. And I protect what’s mine. Now get out.”

      I exit the vehicle and follow him into the building. We’re early and the usual flow of people is lighter than I’ve ever seen it. We ride the elevator in silence, and once it reaches our floor, we step out together. He goes right, along the outer edge of the floor, illuminated by the early morning sunlight slanting in through the windows, and I’m struck at how handsome he is, how large and strange and almost alien. Ansell doesn’t belong in a place like this, trapped in the business world. He looks like he should be on the street, riding a motorcycle, getting into trouble.

      Doesn’t matter. Whatever happened this weekend was a fluke. It was momentary insanity. I’ve never, ever done anything like that before. I’ve never gone home with a man I barely know and definitely never slept with a near-total stranger before. Being with Ansell was the highlight of my year, maybe my entire young life, but it’s done now.

      Time to move on.

      Time to return to my shitty existence.

      I hurry away, back toward my cube, sink down into my chair and finally, after a day of ignoring the world, reality comes crashing back.

      I have dozens of messages. Tons of emails. At least a hundred missed calls and texts. I scroll through them numbly. Some are violent and threatening from numbers I don’t recognize. Most are from friends that are now former friends. A lot are from my father.

      Almost nobody seems concerned about how I’m feeling.

      I do reply to one. You holding up okay, Baby?

      Bella Baby responds immediately. You’re Alive! I was SO worried!! Where did you go??

      I had to disappear for a bit, I type back, not sure if she needs to know any details about Ansell. I decide no—although Baby and I are friends, that doesn’t guarantee she won’t write about it. Are you getting as much hate as I am?

      Probably not, she answers, but it’s still not great. You okay, sweets?? You want to meet up??

      I’m okay, Baby, thanks. Let me know if I can do anything for you. Sorry this is such a shit show.

      She sends half a dozen heart emojis and a big smile. Don’t worry, girl, this little dust-up is launching Bella Baby into the STRATOSPHERE. Just gotta get thru the pain. Love u.

      I smile to myself and put my phone aside. At least someone seems to be enjoying this nightmare.

      “Holy shit! Marie!”

      I jump and turn as Blair comes barreling toward me with her bag still on. She clearly came straight to my desk instead of stopping at her own cube first.

      “Morning, Blair.”

      She drops her stuff and throws her arms around me in an awkward hug. I blink a few times, trying to ward off the tears, and hug her back. I didn’t expect anyone to give a crap about me, and Blair’s sudden outpouring of tenderness is like a knife in my heart.

      “He’s a fucking piece of shit and I swear I’ll kick him in the balls the next time I see him,” she says into my hair. “Seriously, Marie, I fucking hate him and I hate all the assholes online. God, where have you been?”

      “Hiding,” I admit, smiling and wiping away tears as she studies me with her hands on her hips. “Couldn’t face it all.”

      “Fuck. God damn it. Marie.” She leans against the side of my cube, shaking her head. “Cheating on you. And so many freaking times. What a nightmare.”

      “Tell me about it.”

      “Going to Baby was an absolute baller move, don’t let anyone tell you any different.”

      “Thanks, Blair.”

      “But you do know William is out there badmouthing you, right? He’s got the entire Crawford PR machine working overtime.” She chews her lip and pulls out her phone. “I’m not sure you want to see.”

      I hold up my hand and shake my head. “Please, I really don’t. I’m sure it’s really nasty and will only make me feel like shit.”

      “Pretty much.” She sighs and puts the phone back into her bag. “If it helps at all, I’m totally on your side. But seriously, Marie, getting Baby to post about it was crazy. I mean that in a good and a bad way. Baby’s gonna get more famous from this once it all blows over, but you? I’m scared for you.”

      I look away, hands shaking. “Uh, thanks for that. I’m aware.”

      “Sorry, shit, god, I know, I’m making it worse. Okay, I’m heading to my desk, but one more thing. I’m not the only person that’s on your side. There are a bunch of people commenting on the post about how awful William’s been to them and how he’s been cheating on girls for years. I’m shocked there haven’t been sexual assault allegations yet.”

      I smile ruefully. “He’s an asshole, but not a rapist.”

      “Give him time.” Blair shakes her head. “I love you. Seriously. I’m on your side. Fuck everyone else.” She hugs me again before scurrying off.

      I bury my face in my hands. What did I get myself into? I can’t even begin to imagine what William’s goons are saying about me online. I bet he hired a troll army to say heinous things on Twitter and smear my name on as many websites as humanly possible. I’ll never get a job anywhere else again and I’ll have to change my identity just to make sure all these awful things don’t appear whenever someone Googles me.

      I want to bury my head in the sand, but I force myself to go through as many messages as I can. I reply to a few—from people that seem to really care if I’m doing all right, and a few that I thought would care but actually don’t. I avoid making things worse as much as I can, but I feel like I ran a marathon after an hour, and I have to finally stop.

      “Pearce.”

      I jump in fright again and spin around. Ansell’s standing behind my desk looking at me with those cold, quiet eyes, his face completely still. A pulse runs down my core and I gaze back at him, not sure what the hell he’s doing here. Ansell never comes into the cube farm himself.

      “Uh, yes, Mr. Drake?”

      “Don’t call me that. Come, we have a meeting.” He turns and walks off and I’m forced to jump up and follow.

      “What should I call you then?”

      “Ansell. Everyone does.”

      “You don’t think we should keep things professional?”

      “Why?” he asks, glancing at me sideways. “Because I fucked you yesterday?”

      My cheeks turn bright red and I look around wildly, trying to see if anyone overheard. Thankfully, nobody’s nearby, but I’m pretty sure he didn’t check first before blurting that out, like he doesn’t give a damn if people know what happened between us.

      It’s easy for him not to care. Ansell owns this company and he doesn’t seem to give a crap about his reputation. He does what he wants, when he wants, but I’m not like that.

      I don’t have money. My father does—but my father isn’t me. He doesn’t support me, and I’m pretty sure at this point I’m totally on my own. I can’t afford to let this office think I’m some sort of whore sleeping with the boss just to get ahead, especially right now.

      I just released evidence that William Crawford’s been cheating on me. This is the worst imaginable time for me to get involved with Ansell.

      “Yes, basically, and please keep your voice down.” I glare at him, walking faster to maintain his pace.

      “Are you embarrassed of me, Pearce? That’s interesting. I don’t think I’ve been with a woman that was embarrassed of me after. Clingy, yes, gold digging, most certainly, but embarrassed? This is a first.”

      “I’m not embarrassed, you asshole, it’s just that we work together. I don’t want people thinking I’m sleeping with the boss to get a promotion. And I’ll remind you that I’m currently embroiled in a terrible scandal involving my former fiancé and his uber-rich family.”

      “That’s a fair point. But you should try to sleep with me to get ahead. It wouldn’t work though, but you should try. Here we are.” He pushes open a small conference room door and I slip past him.

      I stare at him before following. Is this guy for real? I can’t tell if he’s joking or not because his face doesn’t crack an inch. The Ice King is back.

      Baptist is sitting at the table scrolling through his phone. He glances up and stands when I enter, grinning, and Ansell comes in behind me. I hesitate, fear spiking in my stomach. If I were them, I’d fire me on the spot right here and now to make sure that the Crawford family doesn’t come after their business. It makes sense—after the crap with Heiko, Ansell’s got a lot to lose.

      They should cut me loose and burn me to the ground like all my other friends are.

      I wouldn’t even blame them. I mean, why would they want to keep a liability like me employed?

      God, I’m so stupid. I never should’ve blown up my life like this. That’s exactly what they’re about to do. I’m going to be jobless, friendless, totally ruined by the end of the day.

      If I hadn’t been so impulsive, I could’ve left William without making such a fuss. It would’ve sucked and it still would’ve hurt, but at least it wouldn’t have made William want to burn my entire life to the ground and destroy everyone around me.

      I’m toxic. I’m radioactive. And now Ansell and Baptist are going to toss me out on my ass, and I totally deserve it.

      “Woman of the hour,” Baptist says and shakes my hand. “How are you doing?”

      “Um, fine, I think.” I glance at Ansell. “Am I getting fired? I don’t blame you if I am, I mean, I’d totally fire me too after everything. I can clean out my desk and be gone, I just need an hour to send a few emails and figure out—”

      “Pearce.” Ansell’s glaring at me, or at least I think he is. It’s really hard to tell. He’s always glaring. “Stop it.”

      Baptist laughs and Ansell takes a seat across from him with a sigh. I hesitate then take the chair beside Baptist.

      “No, you’re not getting fired,” Ansell says. “In some ways, you’re getting promoted. Now listen.”

      “We want to sign Pride.” Baptist leans back, grinning. “Congratulations.”

      I let that sink in slowly and it’s like my chest fills with helium and I’m floating away before I crash back down to the ground again.

      “Wow,” I say, utterly floored, and I stare between them. A mixture of relief and terror whips through me. I wanted this so badly for Pride, but how am I going to handle this sudden responsibility? “And I mean, why the hell would you do that?”

      Baptist laughs and Ansell doesn’t react. He only watches me coldly with that flat stare of his, so beautiful and disconcerting, like he barely understands anything I say or do.

      “They’re really good,” Baptist says, tapping at his phone as he talks. “I hung out with them after the show and I’ve got to admit, they’re really smart and motivated. Their drummer is awesome, her brother is cool as hell, and they’re all extremely talented. They’re going somewhere.”

      “We want to blow them up,” Ansell says. “If you hadn’t brought them to us, we would’ve found them ourselves eventually.”

      Baptist arches his eyebrows. “Probably.”

      “This is amazing,” I say and laugh awkwardly. I’m trembling and a thousand thoughts rifle through my mind, none of them good. Why can’t I just enjoy a little victory for once? But there are a dozen reasons why this is only going to end in disaster. “I mean, Kari’s going to flip. They’re all so excited. Did you tell them yet?”

      Baptist shakes his head. “I want you to break the news. You’re going to be their official liaison. I suppose manager might be a better word but we’ll work up to that title if you don’t mind. This is your first act, after all.”

      Oh my god. Manager?

      “I’ll do whatever I have to, I promise. I believe in these guys so much, and god, thank you both. I’m just really happy you’re not taking my stupidity out on Pride.” I’m gushing, beaming, so excited for the band. I can barely contain it, but the joy is tempered by the knowledge of what’s waiting for me back at my desk.

      Dozens of calls, emails, messages, Twitter DMs, Instagram comments. And most of them hateful.

      Calling me a liar. A whore. A money-grubbing nobody.

      Not to mention what this will mean for my near future. I have to deal with William actively trying to destroy my life while simultaneously struggling to launch Pride into the stratosphere. It’s enough to make anyone crawl into a hole and never come out again.

      My hands curl into fists and I don’t know if I can handle this.

      Baptist clears his throat. “We should discuss the elephant in the room. Your beef with the Crawfords is going to be a problem. Ansell and I discussed it, and we both agree you should lie low for a while.”

      My heart starts racing. Here it is, what I was worried about. “I don’t know what that means.”

      Ansell says, “Normally, we’d want the manager to work directly with the band to get them acclimated to the new deal as quickly as possible, but in this case we were thinking you should keep to yourself for a little while.”

      “I’ll take over the onboarding process,” Baptist says. “Don’t worry, I’m not stealing them from you. I’ll just take care of the boring paperwork and all that good stuff.”

      “What will I do?”

      “Keep your head down. Don’t ruffle any feathers. Hide from the Crawfords until their emotions cool down.” Ansell leans forward. “Watch your back.”

      I stare at him, chewing my lip, thinking about Heiko.

      “All right,” I say, looking down at the table. “I’ll do my best.”

      It’s like they’re giving me a gift, but not letting me have it yet. And I’ll admit, there’s a horrible part of me that feels relief. I’m scared of screwing this up with Pride, especially right now while I’m distracted with William and all that crap. I can totally understand why Ansell and Baptist want to take lead, at least right now.

      Still, Pride is my band. I found them. I want them.

      And suddenly a spark ignites in my chest.

      I worked hard to get here and I’m not going to let this opportunity slip through my fingers. Ansell and Baptist want me to step back for a little while and that’s fine, but I refuse to let this become a long-term thing. I’m taking over Pride’s management, I just have to solve my problems with William as quickly as possible.

      Determination floods my system. I can do this. I have to do this.

      Otherwise, what was this struggle and hard work for?

      “Thank you.” Ansell sits back. “That’s all for now. Go back to your desk and give the band a call. Tell them the good news.”

      “Try to enjoy this little victory,” Baptist says, grinning. “Might be the last exciting thing you get to do for a while. I know it’s not perfect, but we’re rooting for you.”

      I blink at him rapidly and he’s smiling huge. I let that comment sink in and stand, feeling numb. I thank them, head spinning, and hurry into the hall thinking about Kari. She’s going to be so damn happy, and god, what if Baptist is right? This might be the last joyous moment I get until William decides he doesn’t want to torture me anymore.

      Which might be months or years.

      I’m a wreck as I shamble to my desk. My head’s spinning and my hands are shaking, and I keep trying to think of ways I can end my issues with William so I can start focusing on Pride. I can’t let Baptist and Ansell take my band away, not now when I’m right on the cusp of something bigger than myself.

      Real success for the first time in my life.

      As I reach my desk, I slow to a stop and frown. Someone’s sitting in my chair, but it’s not Blair.

      “Uh, hello?” I get closer and the person swivels around.

      My father’s glare meets my eyes and I throw my hands to my mouth to keep from screaming.
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      “Daughter.” My father’s voice is low and gravelly. He sounds like he smokes a pack a day although he’s an obsessive health nut that runs like fifty miles every week. I’ve never met anyone so rigorous and routinized, except for maybe Ansell. My father does nothing that isn’t already scheduled weeks in advance and he believes in the gospel of hard work like it’s a religion.

      Which makes this surprise visit all the more terrifying. My father does absolutely nothing without thinking about it for days in advance.

      “Dad, what are you doing here?”

      “You haven’t called me back.” His face is flat and controlled which sends a shiver down my spine. I know that look—he’s hiding his real feelings beneath his business mask.

      “I know, I’m sorry, I keep meaning to but—”

      “We need to talk.” He rises from my chair. My father is a tall man, lean and well built, with salt-and-pepper hair and a neatly trimmed beard. His jaw is square and his eyes are a deep, piercing green. All my life, my girlfriends have told me that my dad’s attractive and I used to really hate it. Now I understand that my father uses his looks to his advantage whenever possible, like everything else in his life.

      No matter how healthy and nice looking he may be on the outside, all I can see is the darkness deep inside him.

      “Okay, yeah, I know we do. Maybe we can—”

      “Right now, Marie.” He steps out of my cube, his voice low and commanding. “My car’s waiting out front.”

      I hesitate, looking around. Nobody’s staring yet but they will be soon. I can’t do this right here, not with at least six people nearby that will hear everything we have to say, but I also don’t want to go anywhere with this man.

      My father is not a nice person.

      That’s a mild understatement. He’s a controlling, obsessive bastard, and I’ve spent all my life trying to live up to his impossible expectations and failing again and again. I love him, but I know I’ll never make him proud, and that breaks my heart so deeply it left me scarred and broken in ways I don’t fully understand and doubt I ever will.

      Still, I have no choice. When my father commands, I have to obey. I nod a little and he leads me to the elevators. I glance back at my cube and wish I could call Kari first, but I’ll get to that later, assuming I survive this conversation.

      Which is not a guarantee.

      I follow him to the elevators and we ride in silence. It’s a strained, painful silence, not like the strangely charged silence I shared with Ansell. My father stares straight ahead, a hint of anger in his mouth and around his eyes. Where Ansell is cold and detached, my father is filled with so much fire and brimstone it’s like he’s the devil incarnate, but he struggles to hold it back all the time. He wishes he were as detached as Ansell, but I wonder what Ansell thinks.

      If maybe he’d rather have the fire and passion inside of my father. Like the passion I saw when Ansell’s hands were on my body.

      But no, definitely not the time to think about that.

      Father leads me outside and into a big black Cadillac SUV. We sit in the back as the driver sits against the curb, not moving, the car idling. Air conditioning blasts back from the front and a chill runs down my sweat-beaded skin. I shift in my seat, hands folded in my lap, so uncomfortable and on the verge of screaming, but my father says nothing. He stares straight ahead, jaw working, twitching slightly as he chews over what he’s about to say.

      “You fucked up, Marie.” He twitches again, hands tensing into fists and relaxing again over and over like he’s grabbing an invisible ball. My father was a talented collegiate tennis player back in the day, and he still uses the balls to release some of his pent-up aggression, squeezing them so hard sometimes they break.

      He believes competition is the only way to make a person strong. From a young age, he’s been throwing me into difficult, painful situations, from overly aggressive sports to unreasonable scholastic expectations.

      “Dad—”

      “No, don’t start making excuses.” He looks at me and fury is written all over his face. “You fucked up.”

      I stare at my lap, heart racing. I knew he’d be mad but this is a level of rage I never expected. When he starts cursing, I know things are really, really bad.

      “I know what I did might hurt you—”

      “This is going to ruin me.” He leans closer, breath hot on my cheek. “Do you have any idea how many clients have already pulled out of the fund? I’ve lost millions this morning and I’ve only just barely been able to stem the bleeding by telling everyone you’re still going to marry William.”

      I look up sharply. “Dad!”

      He stares back at me, not speaking for several long moments. A minute passes in that silence as I let what he’s saying sink in. Another black car pulls up and parks behind us. I glance over my shoulder, frowning. Is that Ansell’s? But Dad leans forward to speak with the driver. “Head east and keep going,” he says softly.

      We pull into traffic.

      “I’m not going to do it,” I say, shaking hard. “I can’t go back to William, Dad. Not after everything, it’ll be humiliating and I’ll hate myself. I can’t do it.”

      He doesn’t look at me, only stares straight ahead with a grim expression.

      “I told them that white lie because you’re going to go over to the Crawford house, get down on your knees, and beg for that family’s forgiveness. You’ll grovel and cry and tell them you were on your fucking period, or you took too much medication, or you injected crack directly into your goddamn fucking eyeballs, I don’t give a shit what you say, but you will tell them you lost your mind and you want a second chance. You’ll take whatever punishment they give you, no matter how sick and twisted. You’ll let William beat you bloody for all I fucking care. You will wash Magnus’s feet and kiss his toes if that might fix things. And when it’s over, you’ll marry the boy with a smile.”

      I stare, horrified. I can barely believe the words coming out of my father right now. The pure filth, the hatred. He’s seething, raging, like he can’t control himself. I knew he had anger in him, but this is too much, and real fear twists up my insides. I don’t know how far he’s willing to go, but I start to realize I haven’t begun to see the depths he’ll stoop if it means getting what he wants.

      “Dad, no. I can’t do that.”

      “You stupid girl.” He reaches forward and grabs my wrist, yanking it forward, trying to wrench it behind my back. His grip is so tight I think he might break my bones. I gasp in pain, twisting away from him, groaning, but he won’t release me. “You’ve fucked me. I worked so hard to get us where we are and all you had to do was marry that stupid Crawford asshole, spread your legs, pump out children, and set our family for life. Instead, you acted like the dumb, prissy, pathetic, worthless little—”

      “Dad!” I shove him away, breathing hard, and he finally lets me go. I rub my arm and glance up at the driver, but the man’s staring straight ahead like nothing’s happening, like he doesn’t give a crap if my father hits me or says horrendous things to me or even strangles me to death right here in the back seat.

      This is the world I live in, where human dignity doesn’t matter, only the number of zeroes at the end of a check.

      It’s sick, all of it is so sick. Tears gather in my eyes and I struggle to hold them back because I know it’ll only make my father angrier. Whenever I cry, it only pisses him off worse, like I want to be sobbing or something, like I’m doing it to manipulate him. When really, I can’t help it at all.

      My father knows only rage and passion, but nothing else, no sorrow, no pity, no genuine love.

      He stares back at me and there’s nothing in his eyes. No recognition, no shame, nothing. He’s not looking at me like I’m his daughter.

      No, right now, I’m only an object, just a piece on a game board he’s using to further his own selfish goals.

      And I hate him. I hate him so much it makes me sick.

      “I won’t go to the Crawfords,” I say through the tears. Dad’s face twitches.

      “You will, Marie, or I swear—”

      “You’ll do what? Cut me off? I knew you’d do that the second I sent that email to Bella Baby. What are you going to do?”

      “Kill you,” he says through his teeth.

      I sit there, stunned. My own father, threatening to kill me? He’s done some pretty bad things in the past—told me I was fat, stupid, lazy, a myriad of negative, awful insults—but he’s never threatened to murder me before.

      And the worst part of it all is I think I believe him.

      When my father says he lost millions this morning, he’s not joking.

      His fund is worth billions, and if this is as bad as I think, the entire thing might blow up in his face and ruin him.

      All those years of hard work and struggle for nothing.

      The only thing my father loves in this world is money and power. His fund brings him both of those things. His fund is his entire identity, and without it, my father will be adrift and meaningless, and I don’t know what he’ll do. If it’s going to be taken away, he’ll do anything he can to make sure that doesn’t happen, including taking his own daughter’s life.

      He’ll do it. God, it’s wrong, it’s so sick and wrong, but he’ll do it.

      And there’s nothing stopping him.

      “You’re being unreasonable,” I say, glancing at the door and out the window. We’re still moving, but at least it’s not locked. “Daddy, you’re not being serious.”

      “I am, Marie. I might not kill you today. I might not kill you tomorrow. But if my fund slowly bleeds, I’ll make sure you slowly bleed too. If you refuse to go to the Crawfords, I will make sure you suffer for it. I have given you everything, sacrificed so much just to make you happy, and now if you’re turning your back on me. I won’t allow it.”

      The absurdity hits me hard. He sacrificed for me? That’s incredibly rich coming from him. This man hardly raised me, hardly gave me the time of day growing up, except to insult and punish and push harder and harder. He did nothing but write checks and send me to private schools, and while I appreciate all of that, he didn’t sacrifice a damn thing. I’m a rounding error for him. I’m a week’s worth of profits.

      “William won’t take me back, Dad. Even if I went there and begged, it’s over. He hates me too much. I saw him recently—”

      “What did you say? Did you apologize?” He sounds so eager, it’s pathetic.

      I let out a slow breath. “No, Dad. He hit me in the face.” I point out the bruise, almost entirely concealed by makeup. He squints and if he can see it, he doesn’t show it. “He would’ve kept hitting me if someone didn’t step in to stop him.”

      “Maybe they should have let William keep going then. Maybe it would’ve knocked some sense into you.”

      “Dad. I’m not going back to that family. He cheated on me. How can you be okay with this?”

      “It was an arranged marriage, Marie. Grow the fuck up. William owed you nothing and instead of understanding that men make mistakes sometimes, and helping him to be better, you went ahead and publicly humiliated him and brought shame on his entire family. This is unacceptable.”

      “Help him be better? That’s not my job, Dad. I’m not going to spend my life responsible for a rich, worthless man-child. I have more respect for myself than that.”

      He leans closer, showing his teeth. “I don’t.”

      The Cadillac slows to a stop at a light and I sense my chance. Dad’s staring at me with seething hate and I jab my thumb into the seatbelt release, snapping it off, and yank the door handle.

      “What are you doing?” Dad asks, reaching for me, but I slip away from his grasping fingers and out the door. “Marie, get the fuck back in this—”

      I slam the door in his face, turn around, and start running.

      Horns honk as I cross a lane of traffic and throw myself onto the sidewalk. I’m in heels, which doesn’t make this easy, and people are staring like I’m some kind of psycho, but nobody does anything to help me, typical freaking Philadelphia. I hear Dad’s door open and he shouts something about me being a worthless piece of trash and something else, but the ugly details are lost to the sounds of honking horns as the light changes, and I keep running.

      I have no direction. I have no goals. I just run. Arms pumping, legs working, tears streaming down my face. Pain and shame and self-hate flow through my body. I must look insane but I don’t care. I’m too far gone to care.

      My father’s going to kill me. This whole thing is going to ruin him, and I’ll be the one he blames. Not William for cheating on me and treating me like trash, but me.

      This is a nightmare. It’s so much worse than I realized. All because I made one stupid, emotional decision, and I’m not even sure it was a mistake.

      I’m suffering for it, but should I have let William get away with everything just because the truth might upset some people? That rich asshole thinks he can do whatever he wants with no regard for the people around him, and I decided to show that asshole that actions have consequences. Maybe I’m the first person ever to hold him to account.

      But now as I run through the crowded city streets, heading south and toward quieter residential areas, I’m starting to wonder if I made the biggest mistake of my life. My feet ache, my legs burn, my breath’s coming in fast and hard, and all I want to do is curl up in Ansell’s bed and cry my fucking face off and hide from reality. I wish I never turned my phone back on. I wish I never went into the office today.

      I finally give up and stumble down a side street. I’m done. I’m too tired to keep going and too mentally exhausted to try to reason this through. It’s over, finished, and I might as well give up right here. If Dad wants to catch me, let him.

      I sit on a stoop on a quiet, shady street, and pull my knees up to my chest as I cry into my thighs. I don’t care who sees me because my life is over anyway.

      “Excuse me, miss? Are you okay?”

      It’s a man’s voice. I sniff, feeling awkward, and look up, blinking through my tears.

      He’s standing a few feet in front of me. He smiles, head tilted. I’m about to tell him that I’m fine, but the words die on my lips when I get a good look at his face.

      Heiko Child grins back at me.
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      “You can’t get involved with this girl.”

      I keep staring out the window, ignoring Baptist as he taps away at his phone. He’s always on that damn thing doing a million different tasks at once and I have no clue how he manages to get anything finished. It’s like he thrives on a constant flow of information.

      He practically glows with excitement. Baptist feels things I’ve never imagined before, and sometimes I wonder if it’s like that for everyone, or if my best friend is particularly emotional. I’m not sure either way.

      I lean back, cross my legs, and try to picture the way I felt kissing Marie, touching her, licking tears from her face and sliding my cock between her legs.

      That was emotion. Pleasure, yes, but real emotion too. I wanted her, and not just to feel a physical sensation. I wanted to see her cry, to feel her come, to make her hurt and drive her wild.

      I wanted to feel all that through her.

      I haven’t experienced that in a very long time.

      If ever.

      “I’m aware of your feelings on the situation,” I say, still not looking at him.

      “That’s not the same thing as, I won’t, don’t think I didn’t notice.”

      “Nothing gets past you.”

      “I know you, Ansell. You’re interested in her but I’m telling you, it’s a horrible idea, and not just because she’s up to her neck in this Crawford shit.”

      I glance over, frowning. “And why else would she be off limits?”

      “She’s an employee.” I wave that off and he keeps going. “Her father is a real piece of garbage. She’s much younger than you. Her father is a serious piece of garbage. The list goes on.”

      “No, it doesn’t.” I tap my finger on my desk and spin to face him. “I don’t plan on getting any more involved with her than I already am. Does that make you feel better?”

      “No, not at all, considering how deep into it you seem to be already.” He sighs and frowns at his phone screen. “I almost don’t want to tell you this, but it seems Marie’s father is sitting at her desk right now. My secretary just texted.”

      My eyebrows raise a fraction of an inch. “And is that bad?”

      “Like I said, he’s a real piece of work.”

      “He’s a hedge fund manager. They’re all pieces of trash.”

      “Geoffrey Pearce is particularly awful. I’ve heard some real nasty rumors about that guy, none of which I’ll give any air to, but suffice to say that I wouldn’t want that man anywhere near my office.”

      “Then we’ll throw him out.”

      Baptist sighs and rubs his face. I don’t fully understand the problem—this man is an issue and a liability, so we should get rid of him as soon as we can—but Baptist only shakes his head. “We can’t do that. Besides, it looks like he’s dragging Marie out to the elevators as we speak.”

      I slowly stand up. “Dragging?”

      “Walking. Leading. I don’t know, that’s the word Deirdre used. What are you doing?”

      “I should make sure she’s okay.”

      Baptist holds his hands up. “Wait a second, are you serious? I just got done telling you not to get more involved and now you want to follow her and her asshole father?”

      “If he’s an issue, I want to make sure she’s not in any physical danger.”

      “Since when did you give a shit about making sure anyone’s safe?” Baptist looks genuinely shocked and I can’t blame him.

      Truthfully, the feeling is new. I’ve rarely gone out of my way to protect someone before and it’s very out of character for me to want to help Marie right now. Aside from Baptist, there are very few people in my life that I truly care about, and even those are minor blips on my mental radar.

      But Marie’s like a screaming squadron of blips. I can’t get her from my mind, even when I want to, and the feeling is uncomfortable. If following her and making sure her dangerous father doesn’t do something supremely stupid will silence my mind then it’s a small price.

      “He won’t see me,” I say, walking to the door. “I’ll be careful.”

      “Ansell.” Baptist jumps up and follows. I pull out my phone and text my driver to meet me out front. “This is a dumb idea. Let the girl talk to her father. They’ve got some shit to work out and it doesn’t involve you.”

      “If her father is as bad as you say then I can’t imagine he’s going to be very happy about her Crawford situation.”

      Baptist grimaces and shakes his head. “Not at all. Her old man set that deal up. I’m guessing he had dreams of Crawford grandchildren.”

      “Then he might get violent. I’ll make sure he doesn’t.”

      We reach the elevators and I jam the call button. Baptist grabs my arm, glaring at me, and because it’s him, I don’t jam my fist into his throat for touching me. He steps away as I turn my gaze on him and I bet he remembers the way I tend to overreact when someone touches me in a way I didn’t invite.

      “Stop and think,” he says, speaking quietly. The front desk secretary is watching us closely and I’m sure she’ll spread this gossip all over the office. “If her father spots you lurking around, he’s going to be suspicious. Why would Ansell Drake be anywhere near his daughter, now of all times? He might start to wonder if you have a larger role to play than he realizes. The second you get linked up to that girl, more than you already are, the second you start to have real issues. You’re probably fucked as it is, but so far it seems like William’s shame at getting beat down and Heiko’s professional courtesy is keeping you from getting sucked in too deeply, but that won’t last if you press this.”

      The doors ding and I step into them. Baptist doesn’t follow. He looks distraught, angry, confused. I’d smile at him but I don’t know how and I’m not sure I care whether he wants me to do this or not.

      “I’ll be fine. Stop worrying.”

      The doors slide shut and I hear him curse profusely as the car slides down.

      He’s right. I shouldn’t go out there. Following her right now is supremely stupid, and if her father is as smart and dangerous as Baptist seems to think, he will make the connection between me and his daughter in a split second. If that happens, this whole house of cards comes tumbling down, and I’ll be officially involved.

      But to hell with it. Fuck Baptist, fuck her father, and fuck the Crawford family. They’re probably already thinking about how they can destroy me for turning Heiko away and for punching their precious little William. The whole situation makes my skin crawl and I don’t care if it’s only going to bring me pain.

      At least pain is something I can feel.

      The doors ding and I meet my driver out front. “Did you see a man and a woman leave in a car not too long ago?”

      He nods once, frowning. Mike’s a former Marine and looks like he can handle himself in a fight. I keep him around because he’s a good driver, he’s reliable, and he always has his eyes open.

      “I’m not sure. I was parked behind a big black Caddy with some people inside a minute ago.” He points east on Market. “They’re headed that way.”

      “Follow them.”

      We get into the car and speed off. Mike weaves through traffic, doing his best to catch up. He squints out the front windshield. “I think I see them, but I’m not sure.”

      “Keep going.” My heart’s racing and I realize I’m jittery. Since when do I get jittery? This feeling is strange and foreign and I realize it’s nerves.

      Nerves?

      What the fuck are nerves?

      I don’t get nervous. I don’t get worried. I don’t sit in the back of a car and wonder if a girl is okay.

      But this is what I mean. Marie makes me feel things I never dreamed I could, and it’s like walking outside one day to realize you’re no longer blind, and now you know what green and yellow and blue mean. My palms are slightly sweaty, and my underarms are damp, and my heart’s beating fast like I’ve been out running, and it’s exhilarating and terrible all at once.

      How the hell do people live with all these feelings?

      “Shit, is that her?” Mike’s leaning forward, squinting. Ahead, two lights further, a figure leaps from the black of a large black SUV and runs down Seventeenth, heading south, loping along in heels.

      “Follow her. Forget the car. Go after the girl.”

      Mike grunts and swerves, squealing around a slow truck and turns. He takes Seventeenth south, but we get stuck in a line of traffic trying to cross over Chestnut. “Come on, fuckers,” Mike says, honking. “Move your fucking shit.”

      I lean back and try to still my breathing, but I can’t keep it together. Marie’s running away, but why? What would her father say or do that would make her jump out of the car? I can’t see her in the crowd of people in the most congested part of the city, and slowly Mike gets past Chestnut, over Walnut, and I’m scanning the sidewalk again. Nothing, nothing, where the hell is she?

      We reach South Street, but still no Marie. I’m about to tell Mike to turn around and circle the block when I spot a girl in heels walking with a man just ahead. The man’s got one hand on her arm, and though the girl isn’t trying to get away, I know that posture. It’s defensive and it’s scared.

      And I know that outfit. That hair. The way she moves her hips.

      “Stop,” I order and Mike slams on the brakes, earning a honk from the car behind us. “I’m getting out. Circle around here and wait for my call.” I jump out and step onto the sidewalk. Mike pulls off and I wait a beat, cross to the opposite side, and catch up with the pair.

      They don’t spot me as they pause at an intersection. The girl is definitely Marie. Her face is tear-soaked and her hair is messy from the run. She’s got a beautiful sheen of sweat on her upper lip and I feel a sudden pang of desire rush down my spine and gather in my cock as I think about licking it off her face.

      But I hesitate, not moving, because the man with her is Heiko Child, and he’s whispering something to her with a smug look on his face.

      The Crawfords have her.

      I could let her go. This still isn’t my fight. I know what Baptist would say. In situations like this, when I don’t know what a normal person would decide, I try to think about what my best friend would tell me. Let the girl go, Ansell. You don’t want to get dragged through hell for a piece of ass. This will fuck you beyond any fucking you’ve ever gotten before. Walk away, you stupid idiot.

      Sometimes my imaginary Baptist can be a bastard, and I rarely listen to him.

      They cross and I follow, but instead of staying on my side of the street, I switch over to theirs. I head up behind them moving faster than they are. I don’t want Heiko to reach his destination—probably a car parked nearby or a Crawford safehouse or a business they own. They pause at another intersection and I decide I can’t let them get any further.

      I speed up and make my move.

      “Good to see you again, Heiko,” I say, stepping forward and breaking his grip on Marie’s arm. She gasps in surprise as I push her to the side, getting between her and Heiko as he flips a blade from the pocket of his jacket, snarling in rage.

      “What the fuck are you doing here, Drake?”

      I knock his hand wide before he can make a huge mistake and step back, putting distance between us and keeping Marie at my back. He doesn’t lose his grip on the knife, but he seems to realize he’s brandishing a weapon in public. Heiko’s dangerous and unstable, but he’s not an idiot. He flicks the knife closed and shoves it back into his pocket as I slowly move away, one hand behind me and on Marie’s hip, making sure she’s close.

      “I heard my employee went for a walk and got lost. I decided to fetch her.”

      Heiko’s snarl twists and he runs a hand through his hair. “This is really how you want to play it?”

      “This is how it’s got to be.”

      “Ansell,” Marie says, but I silence her with a nudge.

      “You’re making a big fucking mistake.” Heiko watches me back off, staring with rage in his eyes. “Magnus is going to murder you. Before, he was willing to overlook your involvement. Better to ignore you than to escalate things. But after this fucking display, he’s going to give me the green light to put a bullet in your head, and I’m going to love it.”

      “I look forward to the day we can match wits together again, Heiko. It’s been a real pleasure.” I turn my back on him and hurry off with Marie at my side.

      “Is he following?” she whispers, her eyes wide with fear. The tears are gone and she’s breathing hard.

      “No, he won’t. He’s not stupid.”

      She looks over her shoulder and lets out a breath. “He’s just standing there, watching.”

      “Like I said.”

      “How can you be so calm right now? You realize what this means, don’t you?”

      I nod and say nothing. Am I calm? I don’t feel calm. I feel like I’m cracking up, like every piece of me is about to crumble. Seeing Heiko with his hand on Marie shoved my body into overdrive and the only thing I could do was rescue her from his clutches.

      Even though I knew it would damn me.

      “It’s me and you against the Crawfords now,” I say and glance down at her. She’s giving me this strange, unreadable look, half terror and half excitement. “You could say thanks.”

      “I didn’t want you to do that for me.”

      “It happened. We can’t change that now.”

      She leans her head against my shoulder. “Thank you.”

      “You’re welcome, Pearce. Now, come on. My driver’s nearby. We’ll go back to my office.”

      “And do what?”

      “Discuss what I’m going to do with you.”
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      I drink some cold bottled water Ansell’s secretary brought in and wipe my face with tissues. I check myself in a compact mirror and groan at the ugly streaks of makeup. “God, I can’t believe that happened. What was I thinking?”

      “You ran from your father.”

      “He said he’s going to kill me.” I laugh bitterly and Ansell only stares at me with that slight frown, which could mean anything. I’m starting to think it’s his happy face though. “I believe him, by the way. I think he really might do it if I don’t find a way to make things right with the Crawfords.”

      “Are you going to do that?”

      “No,” I say, shaking my head. My hands are still shaking and I keep feeling the ghost of Heiko’s hand on my arm. “Not even if I could.”

      “Good.” He leans back, studying me. His office is sparse, almost spartan. The windows are big and have a lovely view of the city, but there’s no personality, only small flourishes like someone else decided it needed a little something beyond the bare minimum. Probably Baptist or his secretary.

      “I know I shouldn’t have done that. I should’ve stayed in the car and let my dad take his anger out on me, but I was scared and I just, I screwed up, and now you’re involved. I’m so, so sorry.” I lean forward, face in my hands. “God, this is such a mess.”

      “Stop apologizing.”

      “I feel like I need to apologize to the entire world.” I groan and feel my skin turn bright red, utterly mortified. “What are we going to do now?”

      “Right now, we’re going to sit here until you calm down, and then we’re going to discuss our next steps.”

      I nod and take a few deep breaths to try to steady myself. He doesn’t seem to mind sitting in silence. It’s almost spooky the way he remains expressionless, though the closer I look, the more I catch micro-expressions flit across his face, like he has emotions somewhere deep down inside of him, but they’re so distant and weak that they struggle to break to the surface.

      There’s a depth to him, like a frozen-over deep blue lake hiding something beneath. He’s deceptive, and on the surface it’s easy to think there’s not much else to him, only a frosty coldness that permeates his entire body. But the more time I spend with him, the more I realize that’s not quite true.

      It’s more like he’s filled to the brim with emotion, but he fights to keep it all buried down deep.

      My hands shake as I put away my makeup and check my phone. I have a dozen more missed calls from my dad and this time I decide to send him a quick text. Sorry I ran off. Everything will be okay, but I won’t go back to William. I’m sorry.

      He responds instantly. Then you are dead to me.

      I shiver and shove my phone into the bag. I meet Ansell’s eyes and nod once to him, feeling somewhat more together, though I doubt I’ll ever be fully okay again. I feel like I’m going through a transformation and my entire world is shifting from one potential to the next.

      “The Crawfords are going to keep sending Heiko after you,” Ansell says slowly. “They want to bring you in. I’m not sure what they’ll do once they have you in their hands, but it won’t be pleasant.”

      “Would they actually torture me? I mean, I know they’re rich, but they can’t actually get away with something like that… right?”

      He shrugs. “Unlikely, but possible. William might lose his composure. His father might let him. I don’t know them well enough to say, but they have the money to clean up any messes.”

      “Oh, god,” I groan, hugging my knees to my chest. I feel so small, like a little girl all over again.

      “You’ll stay with me for now. Heiko can’t get you while you’re in my place.”

      I sit up straight, eyes wide, and rapidly shake my head. “Absolutely not. No way. I can’t impose on you any more than I already have, Ansell. This has gone too far. I need to go talk to William and see if maybe—”

      He holds up a hand, interrupting me. “This is not a request. If you want to stay out of Heiko’s grasp, you will do as I say. And believe me, the last thing you want to do is go groveling back to that pathetic slug of a former fiancé. He’s not going to give you what you want. Come stay at my apartment until we can figure out how to appease Magnus.”

      “Magnus? Not William?”

      “I suspect there’s nothing you can do that will make William forgive you.”

      I crack a slight smile, but my hands are still shaking. “Darn. What a shame.”

      He almost smiles back—another one of those micro-expressions. “I’m sure you’re feeling the loss.”

      Truthfully, I’m relieved he’s not letting me go back to William. I absolutely don’t want to, but I’m at the point where I just want this torture to end.

      “I still can’t let you do this. Even if you’re right, it’s asking too much.”

      “Enough complaining, Pearce. Magnus Crawford is a practical man. He didn’t get to where he is now without being clever and cynical and pragmatic, even with all that wealth they’ve accumulated over the years. If we can get through to him, we might be able to clear this up, and you won’t have to worry about me.”

      “You keep saying we but this is my mess.”

      He stands and comes around his desk, watching me. More infinitely brief emotions flit across his face: anger, confusion, desire. I’m not even sure he realizes he’s feeling them, and I doubt anyone stares at him long enough to notice, but they’re in him and they’re lurking, waiting to come out.

      “Pearce.” His voice is soft but firm. He sits in the chair next to mine and leans forward, his hands on my thighs. I stare into his eyes as my heart leaps into my throat, my breath coming fast. His hands are so strong and his sharp gaze creates a gaping hole in my chest, one I want to fill with pleasure and pain, enough sensation to drown out the sorrow and anxiety filling my mind. His gaze locks onto my lips and I know what he’s thinking, because I’m thinking it too.

      “I told you I’m going to help you fix this mess. Please stop trying to make me walk away. It’s not going to happen.”

      “I wish you didn’t need to be involved.” I can’t seem to speak over a whisper.

      His lips curl slightly. Is that a smile? But it’s gone in an instant. “I want this,” he says, and I don’t know if he means me or helping me and I’m not sure it matters. His hands move down to the hem of my skirt as he shifts his weight and drops to his knees.

      My mouth falls open with a shocked groan.

      I stare at him, unable to speak, unable to move. He tilts his head as if he’s curious about what I’ll do as he lifts my skirt up, up, and up. Tingles follow each caress of his fingers on my bare skin like a line of pleasure marching up toward my core. I’m dripping, pulsing, want filling me to the brim with juddering, jagged edges. He shoves my legs wider, not gently, until my skirt is up around my waist and he’s looking at my bare thighs and my black panties, the deep, dark spark beginning to smolder in his expression, that hidden reservoir of emotion I know is hidden below his surface.

      “When I say I’m going to do something, I do it,” he says quietly and dips his mouth forward to kiss my inner thigh.

      I gasp and grab his hair. “Ansell.”

      “Pearce.” He kisses me again then bites me softly. “Are you trying to make me stop? I don’t want to stop.”

      I hesitate then open my legs wider. I shake my head. “No, please don’t.”

      “Good girl.” He kisses me again, moving up closer to my pussy as a wild euphoria rips between my legs. I can’t believe this is happening, but part of me knew it would—once Ansell got a taste of me, it’s like he has my scent in his nose and he can’t give it up. I’m breathing faster and staring at this gorgeous man and his lips feel like heaven on the soft, supple, vulnerable skin of my inner thigh, and I realize I’m at his mercy in so many ways.

      Physically, yes, emotionally too, but he’s also my ticket out of my horrible situation. That’s not lost on me right now.

      “I’m afraid,” I say and I’m not sure if I mean of him or of the situation. Probably both. He could ruin me if he wanted, and I think there’s some darkness in this man. He’d destroy me for his own amusement, or his own pleasure, if it meant truly feeling something. And yet I’m not sure he’ll do it, and I want to find out.

      All I know is fear and desire mix freely and I can barely control myself.

      “Good.” His eyes flash. More emotion: want, pleasure. He bites me again, this time harder, and I whimper in surprise and pull his hair. He groans and shoves my panties aside roughly before burying his mouth on my pussy, his tongue rolling up and down my folds, soft and warm and heaven, as pleasure spikes and rolls between my legs and my back arches, my head thrown back, my fingers digging into his scalp.

      “I want you scared and moaning,” he whispers as he shoves two fingers deep inside of me and leans forward to kiss my lips. I taste myself on his tongue and I moan into his kiss as he fucks me with those long, strong fingers, curling up and down and driving me wild. “I want you coming and I want you to taste it.”

      “Fuck, Ansell,” I whisper, panting, and he bites my lip hard before pressing his fingers against my G-spot. I gasp as pleasure and pain rip into my mind and I feel like I might break, and I want to break, I want this man to wreck me and leave me pulsing and wanting on the floor. I’m so far gone right now that any bit of joy or pleasure is like a lifeline keeping me from drowning.

      He drops back down and licks me furiously, tongue working around in gorgeous circles. He sucks me harder, almost too hard, and I squeeze his hair and pull it. He seems to like the pain and goes faster, working me hard, fucking me with his fingers while his lips and tongue destroy my clit.

      “Come for me, you dirty girl,” he says, demanding my surrender as he keeps fucking me. “Come for me. I want to taste it and when I’m done, I want you to lick it from my lips.”

      “Oh, fuck,” I gasp as my back arches and he goes back down between my legs. I come in a wave, a lightning storm, and he demolishes my pussy with his tongue and fingers and I nearly black out as every muscle in my body tense and contracts as a massive orgasm rips me to pieces.

      He purrs like a sated tiger and grabs my hair again. I gasp in pain as he pulls my head back and slowly he kisses me, licking my lips, licking my tongue, making me taste the earthy aftereffects of my pussy and my orgasm. When he’s done, he releases me and steps back. I stay there, breathing hard, legs spread and panties askew, my own juice on my lips as he stares at me with hard eyes filled with passion.

      “You’re perfect,” he says quietly. “So fucking beautiful. Look at you. Destroyed and loving every minute of it. Are you at your lowest yet, Pearce? I want to get you there and bring you back out, still dripping and begging for more.”

      I shake my head, dizzy and spinning. I adjust myself, get my panties back into position, pull down my skirt, and stand to use a tissue. I wipe my mouth, but not before swirling a finger around my lips and sucking it clean. That makes his face tighten and I catch a myriad of emotions flicker across his lips. I love watching that happen and a thrill runs down into my core.

      I can make the Ice King feel something. Maybe it’s only brief, and maybe it takes a lot to get him there, but god, he can feel.

      And it’s because of me.

      I take a deep breath and a sudden conviction comes over me. I’ve been so passive all these years, doing whatever I’m told. I got bullied into an arranged marriage by my father, went to the university he wanted me to attend, took the job he managed to procure, did everything he wanted and now I feel like I’m finally tasting a bit of freedom. I’m beginning to figure out what I want, and that’s as exciting as the way Ansell makes me feel.

      I turn to him and meet his gaze.

      “I want to work with Pride. No waiting period. No lying low.”

      His eyes widen. Another emotion: surprise. But it quickly fades. “You’re trying to use our sexual relationship to negotiate.”

      “I have a feeling you’re in a good mood right now.”

      “Devious, Pearce. I thought you didn’t want people to think you were fucking the boss just to get ahead.”

      “I don’t and I’m not, but screw you, okay?” I ball my hands into fists. I have to keep going. I have to become my own person. “Pride is my band. I’m not sitting idly by while you and Baptist manage them.”

      I cross my arms, glaring at him. I hadn’t planned on this at all, but now that it’s happening, I want to make the best of it. Pride is my baby, they’re my band, and if using his good mood against him is how I’ll stay in control of their destiny then that’s what I’ll do.

      I genuinely care about what happens to them. Baptist and Ansell don’t. This is the right thing for everyone, and I need Ansell to see it. Maybe choosing this moment to speak up seems manipulative, but I doubt I could manipulate the Ice King into doing anything.

      “Should I feel used, Pearce?” He tilts his head. “Did you let me tongue-fuck your soaking wet pussy just so you can get this out of me?”

      “I don’t think you’d give me what I want no matter how much you enjoyed getting me off. It’s not about that, it’s about taking what I want for the first time in my life.” My cheeks are bright red. I can’t believe I just said that but another barrage of emotions overtakes his face and I get the sense that he liked it.

      “You’re a very bad girl,” he purrs softly. “You shouldn’t test me like this. You won’t like what I do.”

      “Maybe I will. Give me Pride and let’s find out.”

      He watches me carefully, not moving, the moment suspended in the air, before he finally nods. “I’ll give you a chance.”

      I let out a breath. “I promise, you won’t—”

      “But I’m going to be there with you every step, at least until the Crawford situation is resolved.”

      I hesitate, not sure how I feel about having the Ice King shadowing me, especially knowing that he takes real pleasure in torturing me, but I nod once. “I can do that.”

      “Good. Then it’s settled. Congratulations, Pearce. You’re the manager of Pride. Don’t fuck it up.” He walks toward me and holds out a hand.

      I take it and shake once, but he pulls me close to him, his other hand coming up to grab my hair. He pulls it tight and I gasp in surprise and pain as he crushes my palm and nearly rips the hair from my scalp.

      “Don’t ever use your body against me again,” he says and bites my lower lip. “If you do, I swear, Pearce, I’ll make my punishment hurt.”

      “Promise?”

      He tightens his grip and I whimper. I’m not sure why I keep pushing him but I feel like nobody’s ever tried to call his bluff or see what his limits are before. I’m afraid of going past those limits and finding out what kind of monster he’s hiding deep down inside, but I also get the sense he wants that.

      He wants me to discover him hiding down below that frozen lake.

      “Go back to work,” he says, releasing me. “Don’t change your panties. I want you to sit in your wet and ruined underwear thinking about me. When the day’s over, I’ll come get you.”

      “Do I get a choice in any of this?”

      “Not anymore.” He turns and walks back to his desk.

      I glare at him, jaw working. I’ve never met someone that’s able to make me come, make me want more, and also make me want to kill him within just a few minutes.

      “You’re dismissed,” he says.
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      The bar is quiet and crowded but I manage to wrangle a table in the very back away from the noise. The waitress is overworked and overwhelmed, so I nab a pitcher from the bar and pour a round for the band. Kari sits with her brother, Kurt, while Dean and Tobias swaps stories about the various gigs they played over the years as they came up in the indie underground scene.

      “And remember that guy who threw the glass? Remember him?” Dean laughs loudly and spills some beer. “He got beat up so bad they had to drag him out by his legs.”

      “I almost felt sorry for him,” Kari says, frowning.

      “The glass missed your head by inches,” Kurt points out. “The glass scraped your snare, remember?”

      “Well, not that sorry.”

      “Don’t worry,” Dean says, “he’s totally fine. Probably wandering around somewhere making trouble for another band as we speak.”

      “Hopefully, he doesn’t throw anymore glasses,” I say, grinning at them. I think they’re telling these stories for my benefit, and frankly, I’m pretty happy about it. I love hearing about their trials and tribulations as they came up in the Philly independent scene, playing gigs in dive bars, dealing with rowdy assholes and fights and owners that didn’t want to pay.

      That sort of hard work pays off in the end, and the result is Pride, a cohesive and fantastic live band. I’m not sure they’d say it was all worth it, but hopefully by the time I’m done with them, they’ll see the light.

      “At least not at the drummers,” Kari says, nudging Dean. “Lead singers? I don’t know, they could stand to be knocked down a few pegs.”

      “She’s right, it’s true,” Dean says, grinning and nodding along. “I am truly the worst.”

      “Before you all start piling in on Dean, I have an announcement.” I clear my throat and stand, holding up my cup. Everyone’s staring at me, and for one second, I balk at the attention. I love this band—I love their music, I love the people, and I want them to succeed. Am I really the right person to shepherd them through their career? With Ansell’s resources, I think I can take them to the next level.

      But what if I’m wrong?

      Too late for that now.

      “Everyone, Ansell Drake has decided to sign you all to Drake Entertainment. After some standard contract signing and all that crap, I’ll be your manager, and you guys are going to take off. Here’s to making it big.”

      Kari looks shocked and she turns to her brother, who also looks shocked, and it’s finally Dean who breaks the stunned silence.

      “Well, fuck, yeah!” he says and sloshes more beer on the table. “To the next level!”

      They cheer and laugh and Kari comes around the table to hug me. “I can’t believe this,” she says, breathless, smiling so big I think her face might fall apart. “Seriously, I thought we screwed everything up with Baptist that night, like we weren’t playing that great and afterwards we were all so awkward and weird. I thought he hated us.”

      “Oh, no, he loved you guys,” I say, laughing and hugging her tighter. “So did Ansell but he’s harder to read.”

      “He’s a real creep, that one. Never freaking smiles. What’s with that?”

      “He’s got his own stuff going on.” I brush past her comment because I understand what she means by creep and I don’t blame her for saying it, but there is a defensive part of me that wants to correct her here and now. Can’t get off on the wrong foot with my new band though. “But this is good news. I know I’m not the most experienced, but Ansell’s going to work with me directly, and I’ll have the resources of his management company at my disposal. We’re going places.”

      “I fucking love places,” Tobias says and that earns a laugh. “I want to see all the places, especially the ones that give me a ton of money.”

      I’m so excited and happy for them as the band chatters at each other, laughing and hugging. Kari especially is elated, and this is the moment I’ve been waiting for. Now that it’s finally on me, I sit back and do my best to soak it in.

      Baptist’s comment keeps playing through my mind: this might be the last good thing I get to experience for a while.

      But I have to push those thoughts away. Kari hugs me again and leans against my shoulder and I feel like I might burst with joy. This band worked so hard to get to this point, and signing with a major management team means they’ll get better gigs, better pay, and more exposure. I’m going to work my ass off, and while this is just the beginning—this is a beautiful, amazing beginning.

      We drink more and discuss future plans. I’ve got a million ideas and the band’s receptive, and slowly the pitcher disappears as we talk about what it’ll be like to grow them from a local group with a dedicated cult following to an international hit. The band is buzzing and excited, and I’m excited to be a part of their team, and finally I head to the bar to get a refill.

      Once there, I feel someone sidle up next to my elbow. I glance over and Ansell’s staring back at me, head tilted slightly, lips pursed.

      “How does it feel?” he asks, lips coming close to my ear.

      I smile a little and shrug. “Good. Really good.”

      “Are you happy?”

      “I’m very happy.”

      “And the band?”

      “Even more excited than I am, if that’s possible.”

      He sighs softly and his lips brush my cheek. “I wish I understood.”

      “What do you mean?” I turn to him, head tilted, and his eyes move down my body. I blush as his gaze lingers on my skirt. I know what he’s thinking, and yes, I’m still in the same panties. They’re dry now, but it hasn’t been the most comfortable day imaginable.

      “I’ve never felt that,” he says, leaning forward to speak into my ear over the noise of the crowded bar. “Even when Drake Entertainment began to take off and I built my empire. Even in my younger days working on the streets for the gangs and the mafias. Even when my other ventures began to find success and money poured into my life, I never felt the way you feel now.”

      “Why?” I ask and lean back to look into his passive face. I don’t see any micro-expressions this time, only a neutral stare. “You feel things, Ansell. I know you do.”

      “Only with you.” His hand moves around and brushes along my hip, resting on my lower back. “Only when you’re with me. I’ll admit it’s… confusing.”

      “Why me?” I tremble at his touch as he pulls me closer. It’s like we’re alone, even if people are crushed into either side of us. “What is it about me?”

      “I don’t know,” he admits, jaw working. “But I want to understand. All my life I’ve hunted for emotions. It’s why I’m in the entertainment business where emotions are so central to what we do. Everyone around me feels so deeply and yet it’s like the world passes through me without changing a thing inside. I want you to make me understand how it feels, how you’re feeling right now.”

      “I will,” I whisper, standing on my toes to talk into his ear. “I want to. How can I do that?”

      He seems to consider my question before taking my hand and turning away. He pulls me from the bar and tugs me through the crowd, away from the band, and toward the hall that leads to the bathrooms. There are a few people waiting in the shadows for an empty stall, but he keeps going past them, turning the corner and stopping in front of a door marked Emergency Exit Only. We’re out of sight and totally alone, draped in the shadows of a broken overhead light and an ancient, non-working soda machine, the outside dark and faded and covered in graffiti and stickers.

      He presses me against the wall on the far side of the machine, out of sight of the rest of the bar. He pins my wrists up above my head and I’m breathing fast, afraid of what he’s about to do and worried about someone walking back here and catching us. But not worried enough to stop. He holds my hands there with one massive palm while the other thumb touches my lips, head tilted curiously, watching my reaction.

      “Are you afraid?” he asks.

      I hesitate then nod. “I don’t want to get caught.”

      “You don’t want a stranger to see me doing this to you?”

      “I’m not sure what you’re going to do. That’s the other thing. And the band’s waiting for me.”

      “You’re afraid they’ll leave.”

      “No, that’s not it. I’m afraid—” What am I afraid of? The way he makes me feel? Both terrified and excited, and how strange that is? “I’m afraid of you.”

      “Good,” he whispers and bites my lower lip. He does it hard, almost hard enough to break skin. I yelp and try to push him back but he keeps me pinned. “I want you afraid. You know how much hell you’re going to drag me through? I want you terrified.”

      “Ansell,” I whisper, arching my back as he kisses my neck.

      “Make me feel it.” He grabs my hair and continues to keep me pinned to the wall, but I feel something hard and thick between his legs throbbing. “Make me feel the way you feel, Pearce.”

      He guides me to my knees and I unbuckle his belt. I stare up into his passive eyes, but the spark is there again, that spark I love so much. Every time I see that fire come out, it’s like catching a glimpse of a secret behind a curtain, a secret he keeps from everyone but me.

      His cock is thick and long and warm in my palms as I stroke him, and I take him into my mouth, deep between my lips, sucking him as hard as I can before pulling back.

      He sighs low and soft. “Fuck, that feels good. I didn’t know I could feel so good, but with you, Pearce, it’s like my cock burns with pleasure. It’s in every inch of my body. You do that to me.”

      I suck him faster, moaning as I do it. I spread my legs and my hand moves up to my panties, pushing them aside. I’m wet, soaking wet, and I groan and shudder as I roll a finger along my clit, touching myself as he fucks my mouth. A long line of spit slides down his shaft and I gasp, stroking him fast.

      “Make me feel the joy you feel,” he says through his teeth, eyes blazing now. “Come on, Pearce. You’re not fucking trying.”

      I gasp as his cock slides into my mouth and he fucks my throat. I bob up and down, lips tight around his shaft, and he’s so fucking hard. It’s like an iron rod as I touch myself faster and faster, I’m moaning as he fucks my mouth, and he’s growling his delight. Tears roll down my face and I look up and meet his gaze, and that does it for him.

      He comes on my tongue with a twitch and a moan, and I come as I swallow him down my throat. I keep going, leaning back against the wall, finishing myself off as the orgasm blazes in my brain. His cock rubs against my lips, smearing his cum along my lips as I finish, and when I’m finally done, I lick him clean, tasting every last drop.

      “Did you feel it?” I ask, still on my knees, staring up into his eyes.

      “I think I did, Pearce,” he says, bending over to kiss me. “You’re a very good girl, you know that? Now, go finish with the band. I’ll take you home when you’re ready.”

      He cups my cheek, kisses me again, and slips his cock back into his jeans before turning to walk away.

      But he pauses. His shoulders tense. I think he’s going to turn around to say something, but instead, he reaches into his pocket and slides his cell phone out, checks the screen, and raises it to his ear.

      “Yes?” He pauses, back turned to me. I stare at him, still on my knees, catching my breath. He’s taking a phone call right now? This man is insane. His posture is tense and I’m guessing it isn’t good.

      “Are you sure?” he asks. “Yes, that would be acceptable. Tomorrow night. I know the place. Very good. Tell him I’ll see him then.” He hangs up and slowly turns back to look at me, face tugged into a deeper frown than usual. “That was Magnus Crawford’s assistant.”

      My mouth drops open. “What did they want?”

      “I’m having dinner with Magnus tomorrow evening.”

      “Ansell.” I struggle to my feet, still leaning against the wall, and get myself adjusted. “That’s crazy. You can’t—”

      “You’d better get yourself together and go find your band, Pearce. I’m sure they’re waiting for you.”

      He turns and walks off, leaving me stunned and wondering how I’m going to survive the Ice King.
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      The restaurant is in a neutral part of town. It’s a decent neighborhood up in Germantown in the northeast, the uppermost edges of Philadelphia County. I don’t have any sway over this region and I know the Crawfords are concentrated in the nicer and richer sections of the city and the suburbs, and that’s the only reason I agreed.

      It’s an Italian place tucked into an old building with a red door and a table in the window. A couple’s having dinner, laughing to each other about something.

      “You sure about this?” Baptist squints at me as the sun sets and shadows grow around us. People walk past with little dogs on leashes. “You know what he’s going to say.”

      “I suspect he’s going to apologize for Heiko and beg my forgiveness.”

      Baptist laughs and shakes his head. “You know, Ansell, for a guy that doesn’t feel much, you sure are funny.”

      “It’s a gift.”

      “But no, Magnus is going to tell you to go fuck yourself and give him the girl, not necessarily in that order.”

      “Magnus isn’t stupid enough to think I’m going to do that.”

      “No, but he is arrogant.” Baptist sighs and runs his fingers over the steering wheel. He insisted on driving tonight for some reason. I think it calms his nerves.

      He hates the Crawford family even more than I do. I’m not sure what his reasons are and I’ve never asked. He gives me privacy and I give him privacy in return, and that way we’ve reached a sort of mutual understanding. There are aspects of our lives that aren’t to be mentioned.

      His history with the Crawford family is one of those situations.

      “We’ll see how this goes. I’m feeling optimistic.” Another joke. Baptist laughs and shakes his head.

      “I’ll be out here waiting. Don’t get yourself killed.”

      “Magnus is a lot of things, but he doesn’t like to get his hands dirty.” I push open the door and step out. “That’s where he and I differ.”

      I walk across the street and step inside the restaurant. It smells like pasta, olive oil, and fresh herbs. The hostess leads me to a table in the very back of the building next to the kitchen, about as private as it gets in this place, and leaves a menu for me.

      Magnus is already seated with his back to the wall. He’s a large man, heavyset from years of eating and drinking. He’s a man that enjoys his appetites and he let himself go soft for them. He doesn’t stand, but he does shake my hand and stare at me with those dark green eyes of his. He’s dressed in black, a nice button-down and slacks, and his gray hair is pushed back in a stylish wave.

      There’s nobody else around.

      “Thank you for coming, Ansell. I’ll admit, I didn’t think you would. I took the liberty of selecting some wine and ordering a few dishes for us to sample this evening. I very much enjoy this place but rarely get out to visit, and so I hope you’ll excuse me if I seem overindulgent.”

      I nod once, head tilted, studying him. Magnus watches me with a shrewd smile. “I appreciate you reaching out instead of sending your attack dog to bother me at my home.”

      Magnus laughs deeply and shakes his head as he snaps his fingers at the waitress. She comes over and fills my wine glass, looking harried and terrified. I can’t blame her—Magnus is notoriously awful to his waitstaff. Just another reason to dislike the bastard.

      “Heiko takes his job very seriously, as you’re well aware. When I give him a task, he ensures that it happens, and sometimes gets a bit overzealous.”

      “And his task was to fetch Marie Pearce?” I sip the wine. It’s good, but I knew it would be. Magnus doesn’t drink anything but the best.

      “Yes, yes, among other things. How familiar are you with the girl? And her father, I suppose.”

      “Only somewhat. She came to work for me about a year ago at the request of her father.”

      “Hm, yes, that sounds like Geoffrey. As much as he dislikes being a father, he’d micromanage every second of his daughter’s day if he could.”

      “I get that feeling.”

      Magnus laughs again. I can’t read the way he’s looking at me, and I’m not sure where this conversation is going. The waitress returns with a plate of mussels and Magnus digs in, eating with gusto, but I sit back and sip my wine. Seeing this man gorge himself has taken away my appetite.

      “I’ll admit, I didn’t expect you to be involved in all this nonsense,” Magnus says through a mouthful of food. “I don’t fully understand why you keep rescuing the girl, but I understand that you’ve pulled her from my family’s clutches three times now. Once with my son, and two with Heiko.”

      “She’s my employee. I’m very protective of my employees.”

      Magnus grunts and dabs his mouth with a napkin. “I suppose that could be true, but there’s got to be more to it. Are you and the girl fucking?”

      I stare at him and a flicker of anger fills my core. What does he think he’s doing, asking me a question like that? But I push my rage away, burying it down deep. I need to remain cool and in control tonight, and getting pissed off won’t help anything. Magnus acts crude in order to get a reaction out of his opponents, and it would be foolish of me to walk right into that trap.

      “The nature of my relationship with Ms. Pearce is not your concern. What bothers me, however, is knowing what you’re going to do with her if you get your grubby little paws on her.”

      “Oh, do you know what I’ll do then?” He leans back, smiling like a viper. “Tell me, what will I do?”

      “Hurt her.” I stare back at him, impassive, unmoving, the Ice King. “Maybe you’ll torture her. Maybe you won’t. William will get his petty, childish revenge. You’ll let him. She’ll suffer and maybe she’ll give you what you want.”

      “And what do I want?” He leans forward, eyes glittering with excitement. Magnus enjoys this, he actually likes this sort of negotiation. Despite the danger, despite the fact that we’re discussing a living human being’s future and pain, he seems to love the power involved.

      He knows Marie’s future is in his hands. If he backs off, she’ll be fine. She might struggle for a bit, but people’s memories are short, and eventually they’ll forget all about Bella Baby and William and the Crawford family. She’ll have a regular life.

      But if he doesn’t, if he keeps up the pressure campaign, if he keeps on smearing her name online, her entire existence will be hell.

      And Magnus loves it. He loves the game.

      I didn’t know that about him. I thought this was a business decision, like so many of my decisions are, but this is about more than that.

      This is about pleasure for him almost in the same way that it’s about feelings for me.

      Which makes it so much more dangerous.

      The bastard thinks it’s fun to ruin Marie.

      “You want her to recant everything she said to Bella Baby. You want her to go back on her word. You want her to apologize to William and publicly humiliate herself. You want her to prostrate herself at your feet and beg. Isn’t that it?”

      “That would be nice,” he admits, sitting back with an amused smile. “But that’s not what I want.”

      My eyebrows raise. “Then what?”

      The waitress returns. She takes the plate of mussels and replaces it with several small plates of pasta, each with a different sauce, like a sampling, plus two empty plates in front of each of us. Magnus gestures and digs in without answering and I’m left staring at him, not touching the food, waiting for him to go on.

      He strings me along, eating for a few minutes, before he finally sighs and swirls his drink.

      “I want her to suffer. It isn’t enough for her to apologize. It isn’t enough for her to do damage control. I want her to hurt the way she hurt my family’s reputation.”

      “This is about petty revenge?”

      “In essence, yes.” He jabs a fork at me. “Eat, Ansell. Enjoy it while you can.”

      He goes back to feeding himself. I stare at my empty plate, trying to reason through this. If it’s about hurting Marie and nothing more with this man, then our chances of getting her out of this without some collateral damage are slim to none. Magnus will do whatever he can to ruin her, and that means he’ll come after me just as hard.

      Which is why he’s saying, enjoy it while you can.

      “This is a waste of my time.” I push back from the table.

      “Is it? The food is good and I’m paying. Since when did you turn down a free meal?”

      “Since it became clear that you’re not interested in making a deal.”

      I turn to go but he calls out my name. “I have an offer.”

      I hesitate, thinking I should just walk. This man isn’t serious, and if I linger and play his game, he’ll find some advantage over me. But I gesture for him to continue anyway.

      He smiles and says, “I know you’ve been in the market for new movie theaters. I happen to own the two oldest theaters in the city and I’m willing to sell them to you for a wonderful deal. In exchange, all I ask is that you stop protecting the girl. You don’t have to actively hand her over, but don’t get in my way. This is a benefit to us both, Ansell. I know you’re a smart man. Think about it.”

      I face him for a few seconds as he watches me, sipping his wine, leaning back like a content ape. I lean forward, hands on the back of my chair, and look him dead in the eye so he understands that I am not joking nor am I only saying this.

      “I will never give you the girl. She is mine now, and if you want her, you’ll have to come through me. I took this meeting in the hopes that we might strike a bargain we can both agree with, but I don’t think that’s an option anymore.”

      “There’s no world where this girl walks away without consequences.”

      “Do you really think there are no consequences? She blew up her life.”

      He slams a fist down on the table. His little outburst is meant to shock me, but I barely react at all. There are some benefits to being the Ice King.

      “I don’t give a damn about her petty little existence. My family’s name has been dragged through the mud and that’s on her. You will give me the girl, Ansell. You will do it soon.”

      “Goodbye, Magnus. Reconsider your position and maybe we can do business.”

      I turn my back and walk away. He’s an old, spiteful man, and that makes him so much more dangerous. I assumed I was dealing with a clever and ruthless patriarch, but now I see Magnus for what he is: small-minded and obsessed with image. He doesn’t see that we could help each other.

      Instead, he wants silly revenge and I won’t allow it. He will not hurt Marie, not while I’m around to stop him.

      I step out onto the street. It’s dark now, fully night. There’s nobody else around. The streetlights on this block are all out, and only one flickers over toward the stop sign where Baptist is parked. I turn, intent on heading in that direction—

      When a shadow detaches itself from the wall, walks over, and slams a heavy, weighted bar down on my shoulder, knocking me to the ground.
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      I hit hard and roll as another blow barely misses my face. The rod pings off the concrete with a resounding metallic plunk. Heiko curses and kicks at me, landing a square blow to my chest, but I know he wants to finish this fast. There’s nobody outside and it’s dark, but we’re still in public, and that couple’s still eating in the window. They’re likely watching this unfold, right now, wondering why the fuck some guy’s getting beaten down with a lead pipe.

      I hope they enjoy the show.

      I lash out with my legs and catch Heiko’s ankle. He curses, off balance, and his next kick hits my stomach weakly. I twist, scrambling to my feet, lunging for a car nearby to use it as leverage, but Heiko’s on my back in an instant. He pummels my side, my head, my shoulders, and it’s all I can do to keep him from knocking me unconscious.

      “You should’ve taken the deal,” Heiko grunts with each blow. I lunge forward and slam my forehead into his nose, making him curse. Blood spurts down his mouth and it’s warm against my skin. He tries to hit me, but I keep the arm with the bar pinned against his side. His fist doesn’t feel great though as he whips it into my stomach and ribs. “You should’ve listened. You stupid. Mother. Fucker.”

      I twist and a punch misses. He curses as his knuckles connect with the car window and I manage to knee him hard in the thigh. He separates away from me just in time for Baptist to ram into his back, knocking him to the ground.

      “Come on,” he says, grabbing my arm and yanking me away. Heiko groans, spits blood, snorts it from his nose, and gets up slowly as Baptist yanks me after him, both of us moving at a jog. I clutch my side, practically holding myself together.

      “You should’ve taken the deal!” Heiko shouts as Baptist reaches for something in his waistband.

      “Don’t,” I grunt and Baptist gives me a look. His jaw works, frustrated, but he finally nods.

      We reach the car. I climb in and sigh, head leaning back, as Baptist starts the engine and takes us toward the city.

      “That motherfucker,” he says, slamming his palms against the wheel. “He fucking jumped you. I saw the whole fucking thing.”

      “You took long enough to intervene.”

      “Asshole. I was still in the car.”

      I sigh and close my eyes. I ache in a dozen spots and I think a rib is broken. I’ll be battered and bruised, but I’m alive at least.

      “Just get us home.”

      Baptist stews in silence for a few minutes as he navigates back toward downtown and my apartment. “What did Magnus want?”

      “Nothing worthwhile. Just threats.”

      “He wasn’t willing to make a deal?”

      “Only ones that involved getting his hands on Marie.”

      Baptist hesitates and I know what he’s about to say. I wish he wouldn’t, but he does. “Why not give her up?”

      “Baptist.”

      “I don’t think you should,” he says, glancing at me. “But it’s something you would’ve done a hundred times before now. Why is this girl different?”

      I let out a breath and stare out the window. North Philadelphia flits past, the crumbling buildings, the overgrown lots, and I wonder. Why is Marie different?

      “She makes me want to feel something,” I say quietly as streetlight flit past outside.

      “That’s new. Really?”

      “Really. I don’t understand it. Maybe I’ve been ready to start feeling something for a long time and it took someone like Pearce to come and wake me up.”

      “You’re feeling again?” He sounds excited. “I don’t think I’ve ever known an emotional version of you.”

      “I don’t think you ever will. But there are small things. I was angry when Magnus said he wanted to hurt Marie out of spite. I don’t get angry very often.”

      “No, you really don’t.” Baptist glances at me and I can read the concern in his eyes. He’s worried about me, and I don’t blame him. I’m worried about myself.

      I don’t know what these emotions mean. I can’t decide if I’m losing my edge or going insane or what, but a wave of nauseous worry rolls through me, and hell, since when did I feel worry?

      “I don’t know if that’s why I missed Heiko. I never would’ve let him get the drop on me weeks ago, but now it’s like I can’t think straight.”

      Baptist lets out a breath. “You really like this girl.”

      “I don’t know what that even means.”

      “Romantically. You want to be with her. It’s perfectly normal, Ansell. For regular, functioning humans, anyway.”

      “I’m not a regular, functioning human. Far from it.”

      “And therein lies the problem.” He nods to himself as we continue on and we lapse into silence. I close my eyes, curling in on myself, and concentrate on breathing through the pain.

      But my mind drifts. I think of everything I’ve done to get to this position. The people I’ve hurt, the lives I’ve destroyed. I’ve been ruthless in my ascent and I haven’t stopped to consider how my actions have affected others, not even once. I haven’t felt a damn thing about pulling the trigger, at least not until now.

      Marie’s waking something up inside of me.

      I go further back in my mind, back to childhood. To my crumbling North Philly row home, to the moldy basement, to that little room in the very back. The little room stinking of filth and scattered with toys like a dog’s kennel. That room, that quiet room, the silence of it, the bleakness of the cinderblock walls. That room haunts me whenever I fall asleep. That room is a part of me to this day, wrapped around my heart. That room is the ice that keeps me frozen and still.

      We reach the building and park. Baptist gets out first to make sure Heiko didn’t follow before we head back up to my apartment. Marie’s there waiting in the living room and she leaps up to her feet when we step off the elevator. Baptist is supporting me, but she runs over, her eyes wide and scared as she takes some of my weight on the other side.

      “Ansell, what happened?” She’s breathless and terrified as I sit down slowly on the couch. “Oh my god, you’re hurt.”

      “Heiko.” I grunt the name like a curse. “I need a drink.”

      “Is that a good idea?” Marie glances at Baptist. “He could have internal bleeding.”

      “He’s fine.” Baptist gets me a whiskey and hands it over. “I’ll send for a doctor just to be safe though.”

      “You’re not fine.” Marie sits down next to me and curls up, chewing on her thumbnail. “I’m so, so sorry, Ansell. I never would’ve—”

      I hold up a hand to forestall her apologies. “You don’t need to keep doing that.”

      “But you’re hurt because of me.”

      “And I doubt it will be the last time.” I drink the whiskey and enjoy the dull burn. “Baptist, set up a doctor visit for the morning.”

      “If you’re actually hurt—” he starts, but stops and sighs when I give him a look. “All right, whatever you say. I’ll leave you two to sort out this extremely unpleasant and complicated situation on your own.” He waves and heads to the elevator. When he’s gone, Marie leans closer, prodding at my injuries.

      “I’m fine. Stop fussing.” I finish the whiskey and the alcohol dulls some of the pain. “You need to listen to me. Magnus isn’t going to stop until you’ve been punished.”

      She groans and leans back. “Shit. I was afraid of that.”

      “I thought he’d be smarter than this. I figured there would be some way to reach a mutually beneficial deal, but I don’t think it’s about anything but revenge for his son and his family at this point. Nothing short of ruining you will be good enough.”

      “As if I’m not ruined already.”

      I stroke a stray hair from her cheek and feel a shiver down my spine. Is that desire? Is that empathy? “It can always get worse, Pearce.” I think of the room again and force it from my mind. It’s always there when I’m at my darkest, and I have to struggle against it. That room doesn’t hold sway over me, not anymore. It hasn’t for a long time.

      She stands and paces. “I’ve been thinking. I’m not totally helpless here, right? I mean, I have contacts and some friends.”

      “I doubt Bella Baby can fix anything for you now.”

      “No, but maybe I can get her to write something good about the Crawfords, would that help?”

      “It wouldn’t and she wouldn’t. Pearce, stop pacing.”

      She doesn’t stop. “I could talk to my father.”

      “Pearce.”

      “He’s got some clout left. He knows people. Maybe—”

      “Stop it.”

      She pauses and looks at me, face distraught. Tears roll down her cheeks. “If we don’t make the Crawfords stop, they’re going to keep coming for you. This is going to happen again.”

      I sigh and struggle to my feet. She backs away as I approach her, and I don’t stop until she bumps up against the wall. She’s breathing fast, her lips parted and swollen from chewing on them. Her thumbnail is a bitten stub. She’s anxious and worried about me, but is that all? She must be worried about herself to some degree, and afraid that Pride will get hurt in all this because she’s insistent on being their manager. There are a thousand ways this can go wrong.

      I lean forward and lift her right hand to my mouth and kiss her knuckles, one after the other, and I feel a stirring of something in me. Desire, protectiveness? I care about her. I want her to be safe and happy.

      “Let me worry for you,” I say quietly, at a whisper. The air conditioning hums in the background as she tilts her lips up toward mine.

      “I didn’t think you worried.”

      “For a long time, I didn’t. But I’m starting to learn how again.”

      Her lips quirk into a smile. “And that’s a good thing? I think it’d be a lot easier if I never felt worry or fear or sadness.”

      I move closer and brush my mouth along the inner part of her wrist, moving up her arm until I reach her neck. She smells delicious, like lilacs and sweat, and I want to breathe her in until she’s lodged so deep inside of me that there’s no difference between the two of us.

      “No worry, no fear, no sadness. But also no joy, no happiness, no excitement. My life’s been a dull succession of moments and it’s like the world moves around me and through me, but I never change. I’m beginning to change now, Pearce.”

      “Why me?” She asks the question I’ve been wondering all this time, and I decide to be honest.

      “I don’t know.”

      “What if it’s not me at all? What if this is just what you’d do on your own anyway and I just happen to be here? You might regret getting involved.”

      “I hope I feel regret one day, but I don’t think it’ll be over you.”

      I kiss her then, lips burying hers and she sucks in a breath through her nose as she kisses me back. I let it linger and for a moment the air is charged with want and desire and a hundred other emotions all whipping through me at once until I drag her into the bedroom, strip her down, and take her as my own. I take her again, and again, fucking her deep, making her sweat and making her beg my name until we lie spent in the sheets, breathing hard.

      My body feels like one large, aching bruise, but I love it. She lies against me, kisses my chest, and props herself up on one elbow.

      “I want to meet with my dad.”

      “Pearce. This is strange pillow talk, if I’m honest.”

      She swats at me, grinning. “I mean it. I want to meet with him. Maybe he’ll help.”

      “Based on what you told me about the man, I doubt it.”

      “He’s rational. He’ll see that it’s in his best interest.”

      I shake my head and kiss her. “If that’s what you want.”

      “I don’t want anything. Except to stay in this bed with you and let you experience every emotions you’ve ever dreamed of.”

      His eyes blaze and a small smirk graces his handsome lips. “Even if it hurts?”

      “Especially if it hurts.”
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      My father agrees to meet me in Rittenhouse Park. It’s the most public place in the entire city, a small half-block-sized patch of trees, benches, and grass in the middle of the economic heart of Philly. It’s always crowded and cops roam the area, which means Dad can’t start beating the crap out of me if he gets too angry.

      There’s still no guarantee he won’t try to hurt me, but I’m hoping he doesn’t turn outright violent.

      I find him sitting on a bench near the back entrance. He’s wearing slacks and a button-down like he came from the office and scowls as I sit down beside him in the shade of a towering maple. Nearby, a busker’s playing guitar and singing a Joanie Mitchell song, even though nobody’s nearby to listen except me and Dad, and he’s never getting a dime out of my father.

      “I almost didn’t come,” Dad says, glaring at me. “I almost decided this wasn’t worth my time.”

      “I’m glad you did.”

      “You ran away. Like a fucking child.” He’s seething already. He must’ve lost more clients since I last saw him, and I bet he’s been thinking about our conversation in the car this whole time. “You embarrassed me. Again.”

      “I didn’t mean to embarrass you, I just had to get out of that car.” I take a breath and struggle to keep my emotions under control. I’m tempted to crumple here and now and let Dad tell me exactly what to do. He can get me out of this situation, and maybe his solution won’t be ideal, and maybe it’ll involve groveling and pain and humiliation, but don’t I deserve all that? I made a stupid, impulsive, selfish decision, and now an entire family’s suffering.

      But no, no, I can’t go back to my old habits every time I see my father. It’s like the second I’m in his presence, I revert back to being a stupid kid again, ready to do whatever her daddy wants.

      I have to remember that this is because of William. He’s the one that cheated on me. I didn’t do anything wrong, except for maybe sending those photos to Bella Baby, but even that he probably deserved.

      “Why are we here, Marie? I don’t have long. There’s a line of annoyed clients at the office waiting to berate me for being stupid enough to annoy the Crawford family, and I need to sit there and take it with a smile if I want to keep their money.” That explains his sour mood then. “Why did you drag me here?”

      “I wanted to apologize for the way I handled our conversation in the car.”

      His eyebrows perk up. “Are you saying you’ve reconsidered what I said?”

      “No, Dad. I’m still never going back to the Crawfords.”

      His expression instantly darkens. “Then we have nothing to say.” He moves to stand up, and I almost let him go. It’d be easier if he walked away and I buried my emotions beneath all the anger and fear and rage I’ve been feeling lately.

      But the thought of Ansell sitting in a car nearby watching makes me brave. I sit up straighter and glare at my father.

      “Sit down, Dad. Now you’re the one running away like a child.”

      That gets him. His rage flares, but he slowly lowers himself back down on the bench, his hands laced in his lap.

      “The only reason I haven’t actively tried to ruin you yet is because you’re my own flesh and blood, Marie. But that restraint won’t last.”

      “I think it should because you need me more than I need you.”

      His mouth twitches. “Excuse me?”

      My heart’s racing and sweat pools under my arms. I’m so nervous I could puke, but I push on anyway. “You’re losing clients, Dad. Your business is threatened, and it’s because of what I did. Now, you can try to go into damage control on your own, and maybe that’ll work. I bet you can retain, oh, thirty percent of your clients? But your firm will be diminished and you won’t be nearly as important as you used to be.”

      He closes his eyes. “Get to the point.”

      “We can work together. You can keep on hating me and wanting to punish me, but we have a common enemy now. I’m not the one you should be trying to ruin.”

      He stares at me without speaking for a long moment. My father can’t sit still when he’s agitated, and his knees jostle as he works through what I’m saying. He’s a practical man and I know he’ll understand what I’m saying very quickly, but I’m not sure he’ll be able to accept it from his daughter.

      I don’t tell him what to do. That’s never how things worked in our family. Even when I was little, my father made sure I was the one that obeyed. I didn’t ask for things, didn’t demand, didn’t request. I was quiet and I did as I was told, otherwise I was chastised, punished, sometimes slapped. I learned very quickly that my father was in charge of our house, and if I didn’t like it then he’d make me learn to fear him at the very least.

      And he’s good at fear.

      Finally, he leans closer. “What makes you think you can throw me under the bus any easier than I can run over you?”

      “I have nothing to lose, Dad.” I laugh once, sharply. I lean back against the bench and stare at the concrete. “What can you take away from me now? My reputation? That’s all gone. My friends? Half of them left me already and the other half are too scared to call. You cut off my money, even though there wasn’t much of it to begin with. What else is there?”

      “Your job,” he says solemnly, watching me carefully.

      I don’t return his look. I’m barely holding it together. “Ansell wouldn’t fire me.”

      He laughs like that’s the funniest thing he’s heard in a while. “No, he won’t. That bastard’s got a soft spot for you, it seems. I’m not sure what’s happening there, and I genuinely don’t want to know. Although I wonder, did you release all that information about William just so you’d be free to pursue your boss?”

      I recoil away from him, eyes wide and shocked. “I can’t believe you’d say that.”

      He sneers at me. “I’m not the one saying it, you stupid girl. It’s all over the place. You think I’m not hearing the gossip about my own daughter? Frankly, I don’t believe it, but I think it’s disgusting either way.”

      “Stop it,” I say forcefully, vibrating with anger now. “It’s not like that.”

      “So what if it’s not? I can tell the world that’s why you released that fake information about William Crawford. Poor William, he’s the victim of my unhinged daughter’s plan to cozy up to Ansell Drake. I bet Magnus would be more than happy to hear that from me.”

      “You’re sick. You know that? You’re really sick.”

      “I’m pragmatic. Why should I ever work with you after all this?”

      “I’m your daughter.”

      “You’re a stain and nothing more.” He stands up and glares down at me.

      “We can help each other. It doesn’t have to be like this.”

      “I didn’t make these decisions, daughter. You did.” He turns to leave, but hesitates and looks back. “I will say one more thing. If you’re still not convinced that I’m serious, or if you don’t care about your own well-being enough to play along, maybe you’ll think about the future of that little band you love so much. Oh, yes, don’t look surprised, I know you’ve been following them around. What are they called? Piers?”

      I only shake my head and don’t respond.

      He shrugs. “Go apologize to the Crawfords. Don’t do it for me. Do it for your band.” He walks off, storms past the busker, and exits out the gates.

      I watch him go, stunned.

      I had no clue he knew about Pride. Well—he sort of knows about them. He’s got the wrong name, but he’ll figure it out.

      I’m to stunned to move and I sit there for a few minutes, staring at my hands, my brain working in a million different directions. Can I do what my father’s saying if it means helping Pride? Would he really try to ruin them, and if so, what could he possibly do?

      Ansell sits down in the space my father vacated and leans back, listening to the music. “You don’t look okay,” he says.

      “He threatened me. He threatened Pride.”

      Ansell doesn’t seem surprised, although he never does. It’s hard to tell what that man’s thinking. “What are you going to do?”

      “I don’t know. It’s like I’m trapped and everyone around me wants to either use me or destroy me, and I don’t know what to do.”

      Ansell sits there, watching the busker, and I’m not sure he’s even listening until he reaches out a hand and puts it on mine.

      I stare at his fingers. They’re strong and thick, and he squeezes my palm. I squeeze back, blinking away tears, and he glances at me with that enigmatic frown.

      “You don’t have to worry about what anyone else wants from you, Pearce. You’re with me now.” He stands slowly and helps me up, still holding my hand. “Come with me. I got a gig for Pride tonight and we need to get them ready.”

      “Wait, seriously?”

      “A friend of mine from Universal agreed to see them.”

      I nearly gag. “That’s a major label.”

      “That’s the major label, Pearce. Now come on, get your jaw off the ground. You have a job to do.”

      I nod once and we turn to go, but I stop and pull away from him. I walk over to the busker and toss a few dollars into his guitar case. He grins and winks at me, and I wave as I walk away.

      “Now I’m ready,” I say to Ansell and we leave together.
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      Kari paces back and forth in the tiny green room backstage. “This is a nightmare. This is so awful.”

      “Calm down,” Dean says, sipping a beer. “We’ve played this set a million times. We know how to do it.”

      She turns and glares at him. “Don’t tell me to calm down, you selfish, pompous, egotistical—”

      “Kari,” Kurt warns.

      She takes a deep breath. “Sorry.”

      “No problem,” Dean says, grinning. He glances over and winks at me. “This is how Kari works out her nerves. She abuses me and I take it graciously.”

      “You told her that you’d cut out her womb and make her eat it just last week,” Tobias points out.

      Dean waves him away. “One moment of weakness. I’m a saint, really.”

      “You’re a demon, but so long as you channel that evil energy up on that stage into putting on a good show, I couldn’t care less.” Kira sighs and flops down next to me on a low loveseat. “I want a drink to calm my nerves but it’ll only make my drumming sloppy.”

      “You guys are going to be great. I know I’m supposed to say that and all, but I really mean it. You’re playing the best I’ve ever seen right now.”

      “It’s a major label guy though, Marie.” Kira leans her head on my shoulder and I try not to smile like an idiot. She can be so affectionate sometimes and I really love it—makes me feel like I’m an actual part of the group, even if I’m just the manager. “We’ve been working our asses off for years to get major label attention and now suddenly it falls from the sky.”

      “Not from the sky,” Kurt says as he tunes his bass. “From Ansell Drake.”

      “No, from Marie Pearce,” I say and the band laughs. “Seriously, it’s not because of me or Drake or anyone else. Do I think it’s fair that we live in a world where you need a big-time manager to catch the eye of a big-time label? Yeah, I do think it’s unfair. You guys are amazing and you should succeed entirely based on merit. You shouldn’t need me. But here we are, and you know what? Screw how you got here, because you’re here, and you deserve it.” I stand up and go to the door. “You’re on soon. I want you guys to go out there and kill it, okay?”

      “Whatever you say, boss.” Dean salutes me. “Very rousing. I feel inspired.”

      “One hell of a speech,” Tobias agrees. “Makes me want to follow you into war.”

      Kari rolls her eyes. “Thanks, Marie.”

      “Just kill it.” I wave and leave the green room, head through the snaking halls behind the stage of the Trocadero Theater, and stand in the wings deep in the shadows. An opening act, three guys on acoustic guitars and a female singer that plays the tambourine with shocking skill, make the packed house sway. The lights are dimmed and the smell of bodies is almost overwhelming.

      Ansell appears at my elbow. I don’t know how the hell that man does it. I wonder if there’s a tracking beacon stuck inside my shoes or something.

      “Good crowd,” he says, looking at me instead of the performers.

      “Is your friend here?”

      “In the back.”

      “That’s good. Is he going to survive these guys?” I nod at the weird folk group.

      Ansell shrugs. “He’ll survive.”

      I turn to him and let my hand slip down into his. His face twitches and the slightest hint of a smile tugs at his lips like he’s genuinely excited to feel my palm touch his.

      “How did you make this happen? The Troc’s been booked out for months. I know, because I tried to get them a set here a couple weeks ago.”

      “I have my ways.”

      “Ansell.”

      “The band that was supposed to play tonight is stuck in Canada. Apparently, the Canadians found weed in the lead singer’s backpack and detained him when he tried to cross the border.”

      I frown slightly, head tilted, staring at him. He gives me nothing—his face is totally passive—and I can’t help but wonder if he somehow set that up. I mean, Ansell has reach and power, but could he really get some weed slipped into some random guy’s bag?

      But no, that’s paranoid. These are musicians. They’re all smoking weed and half of them probably try to smuggle it over the border every week. It’s just coincidence.

      “Thank you,” I say, moving closer. “I know you have a dozen acts that would’ve loved this slot.”

      “I do, but none of them are as promising as Pride. I know you’re thinking I only did this because of you, but that isn’t true. I did this because you’re right about that band.”

      I smile slightly and stand on my toes to whisper in his ear as the folk band comes to the climactic end of their set. “Are you sure it’s not for me? Just a little bit?”

      Another tiny smile. More micro-expressions. Standing close to Ansell in public like this makes my stomach do flips, even if we are wreathed in darkness and nobody’s looking. My father’s words flow through my mind, and I back away from Ansell and lean against the wall, crossing my arms over my chest.

      What would people say if they knew what was happening between me and my boss? The rumors would go insane and I don’t know what I’d do. They’d ruin Ansell, that’s for sure. His whole business is built on relationships and honesty, and I can’t imagine his reputation would survive a blow like that.

      Dating his younger employee after she blew up her engagement to a Crawford? That’s real scandal, the kind you don’t survive. Touching him in public is like waving my hand over an open flame. It’s begging for pain.

      And yet I can’t help myself. I still want him, even now, even knowing it could easily destroy us both.

      “Come with me,” Ansell says, moving away from the stage. “Let’s get in the crowd.”

      We head around the side, past the bouncers and the security, and slip into the packed house. The Troc was once a burlesque theater a long time ago, and it retains some of its ancient charm. The center area is empty, only hard wood and standing room, with a large stage framed by box seats and the entrances to the backstage area, plus an enormous PA system. Details from the turn of century remain in the arch that hangs above the stage and in the details of the railings at the base of the boxes.

      The place is packed. There’s barely any room to move. If Ansell’s big label friend is nearby, we’ll never find him. The crowd is on its feet and the energy begins to ramp up as Pride comes out from behind the curtain and begins to plug in and warm up, Tobias running scales, Kari rolling a slow beat, Dean nodding along to the rhythm, when they suddenly launch into their first song, and the set begins.

      Ansell doesn’t dance. He watches, arms crossed, scowling as the people around him sway and move. I want to bump into him and see if he’s got any rhythm at all, but he glances at me more than once and I catch him smiling as I move my hips to the beat.

      He likes what he’s seeing and that only makes me want to dance more, but we’re deep in a crowd and we’re supposed to be working. As much as I’d like to grind up against him and see if I can’t get a reaction out of the Ice King, I keep myself subdued, but the thrill and the desire are deep inside my core, pulsing to escape.

      The show goes great. Pride is on fire, and they rip through their set like lightning. The crowd loves it and the energy stays high throughout, and only heightens when Pride comes back out for their first encore.

      “Pearce.” Ansell leans down to talk in my ear. “Look.” He nods at a small group of girls standing nearby. They’re huddled over a phone looking from the screen to me and whispering to each other like I’m not staring back at them.

      “What’s going on?”

      “I don’t know,” Ansell says and his face is hard. “But I’ll find out.”

      “Wait, hold on—”

      But it’s too late. Ansell strides forward to the group of girls and it’s only when he’s right on top of them that they seem to realize he’s real and not some figment of their social media feed. “Why are you staring at her like that?” His voice cuts through the noise and the girls shrink away, all except the one holding the phone.

      She turns the screen around. Her hand’s trembling and her eyes are wide with fright. “It’s her, isn’t it?”

      Ansell squints at the screen and I come up next to him.

      There’s a picture of me at the top. I’m talking to Pride, and I realize it was taken at the very beginning of the night. A horrible, disgusted feeling snakes down my spine, and I feel used and violated in a way I never imagined before. Someone took my picture and posted it online.

      Below the photo is a review of the show, even though it isn’t finished. Ansell grabs the phone and reads it to himself, his lips moving, subvocalizing the word. I look over his shoulder and catch a few choice phrases: middling band Pride and its drama-filled music manager Marie Pearce … they sound about as good as a dying cat, except I actually like cats, and I wouldn’t mind if Pride died … Marie Pearce is a liability and a pathetic excuse for a manager, and how this band got a show at the Troc is beyond me…

      Ansell shoves the phone back at the girl. “Don’t believe everything you read,” he says, his voice rumbling as he turns and strides through the crowd.

      I hurry to keep up with him. “What the hell was that?”

      “Chuck Dinero, a fucking cheap music reviewer. He’s got the ethics of a mafia don without the money and power.”

      “I’ve never heard of him.”

      “Exactly. But people pay attention to the creep.” He’s looking around now, frowning, and grunts as he hurries toward the exit. A man in a black leather jacket is standing by the door, tapping away at a phone. He’s older, in his late forties, with curly dark hair and a dark five o’clock shadow. He’s skinny, tall, with tight jeans, and looks like he’s been following bands around his entire life.

      He glances up as Ansell approaches and immediately raises his hands. “I don’t want to hear it,” the man says.

      “Clay. Did you read it?”

      “I read it.” Clay glances at me. “Didn’t paint you in a very nice light, did it?”

      Pride starts their encore. The music washes over me and I don’t bother responding. Ansell gets closer to Clay, the talent scout from Universal, and has a conversation with him I can’t hear over the song as it swirls around me and seems to lift me up out of my skin.

      I’m mortified. Utterly embarrassed. More shit is being written about me online, and now I’m dragging Pride down. Clay’s face is tense and he’s shaking his head and Ansell’s gesturing back at the stage, and I can imagine what he’s saying—Pride is amazing, you know they’re good, give them another chance—but it won’t matter.

      Clay turns and leaves, shoving out the door. Ansell chases after him, but only stands on the sidewalk as Clay walks away, his hands shoved into the pockets of his jacket against the cool Philly evening.

      “What happened?” I ask, looking at Ansell even though I know the answer already.

      He’s staring after Clay with a hard expression. “His bosses don’t like scandal.”

      “And I’m too scandal prone right now.”

      “Crawford did this. I bet he paid for that fucking review.”

      “I’m sure he did, but what can we do?” I take a deep breath and let it out. “Except take me off Pride.”

      “No.” Ansell’s voice is hard and he turns to me, looking serious. “The second we do that is the second you’re finished. We can’t back down, not from Magnus, not ever.”

      “Ansell—”

      “Pearce. I know you love this band. I know you want what’s best for them. I promise we’ll get them everything they’ve ever wanted and much, much more, but I’m not willing to sacrifice you in order to get there.”

      “What can we do then? Every time we make a move, it’s like the Crawford family is waiting nearby to destroy it.”

      He’s quiet for a moment. Pride’s music can just be heard through the walls of the building, fast-paced and frenetic, and the energy of the song courses into my veins.

      “We go on the offensive,” Ansell says and meets my eyes. “This might hurt, but you’re not afraid of a little pain, are you?”
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      Bella Baby sits across from me in a small coffee shop off Fairmount Avenue. She’s small, dark hair, straight bangs, big eyes, and she looks pissed as all hell.

      “Do you have any idea how many fucked-up messages I’ve gotten in the last week alone?” She throws her hands up and nearly knocks over her saucer. All her gestures are huge and intense, like the girl doesn’t know the word restraint and can’t imagine subtlety if it punched her in the teeth. “The sick fucks want to rape me, kill me, and usually both, and not necessarily in that order.”

      “Troll army. I’m willing to bet every single one of those messages was written by a random Russian bot. They aren’t particularly expensive.”

      “I don’t give a shit who’s doing it.” She leans back in a huff and crosses her arms, glaring. “I want to make sure the bastard responsible bleeds.”

      I nod at her and almost want to smile. I appreciate the girl’s rage and like that she feels a sense of righteous indignation over this absurd level of harassment. And she’s friends with Marie, which means she’s a decent person.

      “I understand this has been difficult for you—”

      “That’s putting it mildly. It’s been hell. Fucking hell.”

      “Then you should want to ruin whoever’s doing it.”

      “Like I said, I want to put the fuckers in the ground.” She hesitates and sips her drink. “But I’ve got a future to think about.”

      I let out a low grunt. Bella Baby comes off as a gossip-rag airhead with a loud mouth and a lot of big gestures, but she’s clever. I can see the gears turning. She’s trying to figure out how to bend this conversation toward her benefit, and I like that about her.

      “Marie needs help. She needs PR help, and you have experience.”

      “Don’t you have teams of PR people at your company?”

      I nod slowly. “None that I trust.”

      “Wow. Rough.”

      “Yes, well, that’s the depth of the Crawford family’s reach.”

      “I’ll be honest. I love Marie. I’m happy she brought me that William shit and I’d publish it all over again if I could. But I don’t want to get any more involved.”

      I lean back, head tilted. “Why take this meeting then?”

      “What, and never get a chance to sit across from the great Ice King himself?” She laughs, using my nickname like it’s no big deal. I don’t smile back, and eventually she withers under my glare. “Right, sorry. I just mean, I don’t know. I’m not sure what I can do.”

      “I’ll pay you. Consider it a proper job. We’ll do all the necessary paperwork.”

      “I’m sorry, it’s not about money.”

      “Two thousand per hour. Work as much as you want.”

      Her eyes widen. “Oh.”

      “And let’s say we’ll add a fifty-thousand bonus on at the end if your services prove useful. Does that work?”

      “Well, uh.” She shifts uncomfortably in her seat. “Now if I say yes, you’ll know I’m only doing it for the money.”

      “Baby, if you were doing it for any other reason, I wouldn’t want you around.”

      She laughs quietly and studies her hands for several seconds. “I’ve heard rumors about you, you know.”

      “What kind of rumors?”

      “The sort I’d never print.” She glances up, fear in her eyes. “You’ve done things. Very bad things. When you were coming up.”

      “Those rumors might be true.”

      She grimaces. “Murder sort of things. You know, mafia hits. Stealing, fighting, drugs. You have a very colorful past, Mr. Drake.”

      “We all have a past, Baby.”

      “But can I trust you to do right by Marie? I’m her friend. I love her. But even I want to run far away from the Crawfords right now.”

      “I care about Marie as well, and I’ve faced down worse things than a bunch of elitist rich assholes. Take the job, Bella. Do yourself a favor.”

      She considers it. She drinks her coffee and taps a fingernail against the rim before nodding at me. “I’ll do it. Please don’t tell Marie I refused at first.”

      “I wouldn’t dream of it.” I push my chair back and stand. “I’ll be in touch. I want to begin as soon as possible countering all the negative information the Crawfords are putting out there, particularly about the band Pride.”

      “I can do that, although I’m not really a music reviewer.”

      “Do your best.” I turn away and begin to leave, but she calls out my name.

      “I’ve been wondering something,” she says, looking nervous, glancing around like we’re in a spy movie. “Someone sent her that email with all those pictures. Someone was following William around. But we still don’t know who.”

      I nod slowly. I’ve been wondering the same thing. “I’m looking into it.”

      “Are you?” She hesitates, chewing on her lip. “Look, I don’t know who sent those emails, but whoever it is has an agenda. I’d figure that out and I’d do it fast, because that might be the key to everything.”

      I watch her carefully. The girl is clever, there’s no doubt about it. “I’ll see what I can do.” I leave the coffee shop and step out onto the sidewalk, hesitating to stretch. My ribs still ache from where Heiko tried to beat me to death and I think I’ll be bruised for another few weeks at least. I sigh and begin walking until Baptist detaches himself from the storefront next door and falls in step.

      “How’d it go?”

      “She’s in. Didn’t negotiate beyond my initial offer.”

      “Helps that your initial offer was absurdly generous.” He sighs and runs a hand through his hair. “I’ll talk to her though and we’ll get a strategy together.”

      “No, I’ll have somebody else do it. I want you on another job.”

      He raises his eyebrows. “What’s that?”

      “The email. I want to know who sent it.”

      He hesitates, slowing, and I slow to match his pace.

      “You sure you want to do that? Whoever sent those pictures had some serious access and you know how these rich families can be.”

      “They have access and an agenda. We need to know who and why.”

      He sighs but nods. “You’re right. I’ll get digging.”

      “Keep it quiet. I don’t know who’s involved yet and I don’t want to make things worse.”

      “Understood.” Baptist shades his eyes and looks down the block. His face falls and he steps forward toward a man walking quickly in our direction. “Ansell.”

      I frown as the person approaches. He’s on the short side, slim, young, probably in his late teens judging by the pretty pathetic mustache marinating on his upper lip. He’s got dark eyes and thick hair, and it takes me a few seconds to place him.

      That’s a Crawford. Not the main family, but a cousin, one I don’t know but I’ve seen him around. He stops a few feet away looking from me to Baptist and seems clearly uncomfortable. “Uh, Ansell Drake?”

      “That’s me. Who are you?”

      “Dan Crawford.” He glances around, wringing his hands. “Uh, I was sent to find you and your secretary said you had a meeting here.”

      “My secretary needs to learn to check with me before telling people where I’m at.” I glance at Baptist and he shakes his head. We’ll have to deal with that issue later. “What can I do for you, Dan?”

      “My uncle sent me with a message.” He clears his throat. “Uncle Magnus says to tell you that, uh, I’m quoting here, the girl’s father is on my side now, Drake. He wants to know if you’ll reconsider the conversation you had.”

      I let that sink in. Baptist scowls at the boy but doesn’t advance. We operate on a strict don’t-shoot-the-messenger policy, even if the messenger is a member of a family we despise and bearing particularly unwelcome news.

      Marie’s meeting didn’t go well then. I knew it wasn’t ideal, but I didn’t think her father would actively try to switch sides so quickly. Magnus has been hammering on the bastard and draining money from his fund like water through a leaky rowboat, but I never imagined the man would capitulate so quickly.

      It changes my opinion of Marie’s father. I thought he was a force to be reckoned with, but clearly not. He’s just another bootlicking selfish prick that rolls over and shows his belly at the first sign of hardship.

      Poor Marie had to grow up with that pathetic excuse for a man.

      “Tell your uncle to come speak with me himself. Phones and email exist.”

      Dan laughs slightly like I’m joking, although I’m absolutely not. “Uncle Magnus likes to send his nieces and nephews on little errands. He thinks the personal touch is better.”

      “He’s a bastard.”

      Dan looks scandalized. “I’m not sure I can agree with you.”

      “Whether you do or not doesn’t matter. Tell your uncle he can fuck himself.”

      “I definitely can’t do that.”

      “Then clean it up but convey the sentiment.”

      He rubs the back of his head. “Uh, it’s not my place to say, but Uncle Magnus is really mad. I don’t think I’ve seen him this mad in a long time. Whatever you guys are fighting about, it’s got him really stressed, and everyone’s life sort of sucks when he’s stressed.”

      “I feel so sorry for you.” I step forward, staring at the kid, and to his credit he doesn’t back down. He only returns the stare and doesn’t move. “Not only is your uncle a world class piece of shit, he’s also pissed me off. And guess what? I’m a world class piece of shit myself. If you’re smart, Dan Crawford, you’d run back home, deliver my message, and keep your fucking head down for a while.”

      Dan considers that and nods. “I’ll take it under advisement, Mr. Drake.”

      “Then have a nice day.”

      Dan accepts my dismissal, turns around, and walks off. I watch him go, not sure what the hell to make of that.

      “Magnus is getting desperate.” Baptist crosses his arms over his chest. “Really desperate.”

      “You think so?”

      “He wouldn’t send a direct family member like that if he was confident. Like you said, phones and email exist.”

      “That’s true.” I glance down at my hands and turn toward the car. “Find out who wrote the damn email. I need to go home and tell Pearce that her father is a coward and a traitor.”

      “Think that’ll go over well?”

      “I doubt it very much.”

      Baptist laughs as I get in the car and my driver rolls toward home.
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      Work is a strange mixture of excitement and terror.

      I’m constantly aware of Ansell lurking in his office or roaming the halls. I never know when he’s going to yank me aside, shove me into a closet, and fuck me brainless until I come moaning into his hand as he fills me roughly from behind. It’s a constant threat, and one I absolutely love, but it leaves me on edge.

      He can appear at any moment and take his fill of me.

      A few days pass after my meeting with my father. It doesn’t surprise me when Ansell says Dad decided to turn to the Crawford family. I add that to the list of indignities forced on me by my controlling asshole father, and I find that I’m numb to my old man’s hatred by now. It doesn’t shock me that he cares more about his fund and his standing with the Crawford family than he does about his own daughter.

      Which is why I’m caught off guard when Blair appears at my cube looking uncomfortable. “Hey, Marie, I have to show you something.” She hesitates, fiddling with her phone. “Unless you saw it already?”

      I raise my eyebrows. It’s a little after ten in the morning on a Thursday and things have been quiet for a while. I shake my head. “I have no clue what you’re talking about.”

      She sighs. “I had a feeling you didn’t.” And she turns the phone around.

      It’s a video, paused a few minutes past the start. My father’s standing there, staring at the camera and sitting in his study. I recognize the ship in a bottle on the shelves behind him alongside a picture of me holding up a trophy I won by scoring the greatest number of goals in a U-12 soccer tournament.

      “What is that?” My heart starts racing. I don’t want to see it, but I know what she’s going to show me anyway. I keep thinking about what Ansell told me and how badly this is going to hurt, and I try to steel myself against it, but I can’t—he’s still my father.

      Even after all this, even knowing that he wants to make me bleed, even fully aware that this man only cares about himself and nothing more, I still can’t help myself.

      He’s my father and knowing that he wants to hurt me is like a knife in my chest.

      “It’s this douchey investor-bro podcast,” Blair says, crouching down next to me. She’s speaking softly so that the other people in their cubes nearby can’t overhear. “I don’t normally go for this sort of thing but a friend mentioned your dad was on it and was talking about you, so I gave it a listen. And sweetie, listen, I love you, but I won’t sugarcoat it. This is really bad.”

      “Play it,” I say quietly.

      She hands me a pair of headphones. I put them in and she frowns at me sadly before hitting play.

      My father starts talking.

      “And listen, Morris, I know the markets have been choppy lately, nobody’s making great profits, but there’s been a lot of FUD these days. You know what FUD is?”

      The camera jumps to another guy, slick black hair, pastel shirt. “Sure do, Geoffrey. Fear, uncertainty, doubt.”

      “That’s right, and this FUD is aimed directly at my firm, you know what I mean? It’s a lot of chatter about my family, my daughter in particular, and some personal stuff that’s happening with her and her former fiancé. Before we start talking macro-trends, I want to clear some things up.”

      “Go ahead, say what you need to say.”

      My father looks dead in the camera like he’s addressing me personally. His face is flat, affectless, totally devoid of emotion. It reminds me of Ansell, or the Ansell I thought I knew before all this started, but the Ansell I know now is full of tiny tells, and I swear I’m the only one that can see them. He’s like an ocean filled with tiny fish flickering under the surface.

      “My daughter made a mistake. She trusted the wrong people, and now everyone’s paying for it. There’s a lot of false information out there, a lot of FUD about my daughter, and I’m telling you it’s all bullshit.”

      Morris looks delighted. “You’re telling me it isn’t true? All that salacious stuff about her and Will? William Crawford, for anyone not familiar with what’s happening.”

      “It’s all bullshit. Look, if Marie was here right now, she’d tell you herself. She was wrong. William didn’t cheat. There are verified facts out there now, proving that he didn’t do what that gossip rag claimed he did, and all those images were doctored up and faked in like Photoshop or whatever. Marie was wrong, she’s embarrassed, I’m embarrassed, but that’s it. We’re fixing it as we speak. So everyone out there that wants to keep spreading lies and FUD, stop it. My daughter fucked up. She’s a little bit naive, a little bit too trusting. Frankly, I hate to say this since I’m her father, but frankly, she’s a little bit stupid. You know what I mean, Morris? She’s emotional, very emotional. She’s a woman, you know? Very emotional and stupid. And now we’re here. She’s paying the price. End of story.”

      Morris shakes his head, looking amazed, but Blair turns it off before he can speak. I remove the headphones, my hands shaking.

      “That’s all,” she says, shoving the phone into her pocket. “I’m sorry, sweetie. I know that was hard to hear. I mean, seriously, your own father saying all that about you on a podcast of all places? Like, what the hell?”

      “I don’t know what to say.” I’m speechless and livid and confused. Emotional and stupid? I’ve done nothing but try to please that man and yet it’s never enough. He wasn’t lying when he said he’d try to destroy me, and now he’s out there doing just that.

      His own damn daughter.

      “Do you need a hug? Or water or something?”

      “No, no, just—I think I’m okay. Just give me a second.” I stand up, shake my hands out. My head’s spinning. “This is mortifying. My own Dad’s out there calling me stupid and emotional. I didn’t know he was such a sexist piece of shit.”

      “Sorry, girl, I’m so sorry. If it helps, my dad’s also sort of sexist.”

      “I need some air.” I walk past her into the hallway and head toward the elevators. I don’t know where I’m going, but I can’t sit at my desk right now. Blair walks with me and even though I want to be alone, she slips her hand through my arm.

      “You’re not all by yourself, you know,” she says as we wait for the elevator. “I know you probably want me to fuck off but, Marie, you’ve been keeping to yourself a lot lately. Something’s going on.”

      We step onto the elevator and I close my eyes. How can I tell her what’s happening? She’s one of my few friends left in the world, and nobody knows about me and Ansell, nobody except for Baptist.

      But if Baptist knows, then why can’t I tell one single friend?

      I glance at her, my cheeks turning pink. She frowns at me, eyes screwed up, leaning closer. “You’re blushing. Why are you blushing?”

      “You’re right that something else is going on.”

      She looks surprised. “What aren’t you telling me?”

      “Look, I don’t know how this happened, okay? It just sort of started and hasn’t stopped and now—” I shake my head, not sure how to explain.

      “Okay, seriously, what’s going on? Should I be afraid? Are you about to tell me you murdered someone?”

      “No, god, no, not like that.” I turn to face her and take a deep breath. “I’m living and sleeping with Ansell Drake.”

      Her mouth drops open and the elevator reaches the bottom floor.

      “You’re Doing Fucking What?!” She basically screams the words in my face and I have to shush her as a bunch of people stand waiting to get into the car, looking totally confused. I pull her by the hand into the lobby and we hurry past security and out the main doors. It’s a comfortable late morning and we linger down at the bottom of the steps next to the sidewalk.

      “Please don’t freak out.”

      “How am I supposed to not freak out? You’re sleeping with Ansell Drake. You’re living with him! How the hell are you living with him?”

      “It’s a long story.” I rub my face and wonder if this was maybe not a great idea. “Basically, the Crawfords want to capture me and, I don’t know, torture me or something.”

      “Hold up, what?”

      “And Ansell’s been keeping me safe. Whenever their like, hitman murder fixer guy comes and tries to drag me off—”

      “Their freaking hitman murder guy, what the hell—”

      “—Ansell’s been keeping me safe. I can’t go to my father, you saw that video, and I can’t stay in my apartment, so I’ve been living in Ansell’s place.”

      Blair steps back, shaking her head in shocked amusement, tugging at her hair anxiously. “I’m having a lot of trouble processing this.”

      “I know. Honestly, when I say it all out loud, it sounds insane.”

      “You know things called hotels exist?”

      “True, but those hotels don’t come with men like Ansell.”

      “Right, because you’re fucking him.” She laughs wildly and paces back and forth. “He’s gorgeous, I’ll give you that, but the Ice King? Does he, like, smile in bed? Does he make noises?”

      “Yes, he makes—no, I’m not doing this with you.”

      She glares at me. “You can’t tell me you’re fucking Ansell Drake and not give me details.”

      I chew on my thumb and try not to turn bright red but that’s a losing battle. “Okay, fine, I’ll tell you this. He’s not always so cold. Okay?”

      “Wow. Holy shit. Does he turn into a passionate lover? Are you melting the Ice King’s heart? He’s letting you live with him so this has to be more than sex.”

      I lean against the concrete railing that leads up to the main glass doors and look at my feet. “I don’t know what it means, if I’m honest with you.”

      “I did not expect this conversation to head in this direction, but I have to ask. Do you have feelings for him?”

      I close my eyes and consider. Do I have feelings for Ansell? It’s hard to imagine myself falling for the Ice King—falling for a man that doesn’t seem to feel anything at all—but when I’m around him, it’s like I’m fully awake and present. When he pulls me into his office to fuck me against the desk, or when he finds me in the living room at his apartment and ravishes me on the couch, or when he pins me against the wall in the shower and licks me from behind and purrs my name, I swear there’s something inside of him, something flickering and real and bright, something he keeps hidden beneath layers of pain and darkness.

      I don’t know why he’s so locked up and hidden away, but it scares me. There are things about Ansell that make me wary. His lack of emotions for one, but more than that, I know he’s done things in the past that would terrify me. Dangerous, illegal, deadly things, and I don’t know if I can be with a man like that.

      I’ve always had this idea about myself, ever since I was a little girl. I pictured a good man, a clean man, a happy man. One who wants a family and can express himself easily, who laughs willingly, who wants to go on adventures and have kids. Ansell isn’t any of that, not really. I can’t imagine him with children, and he rarely ever laughs—I’m not sure if I’ve ever actually heard him so much as chuckle. His smiles are like frost on a mid-winter windshield, and his frowns are as pervasive as weeds.

      There’s nothing warm in him, nothing inviting. He’s not the kind of man I’d close my eyes and dream about as a little girl.

      And yet does that matter? Does what I think I want matter when what I actually want is standing right in front of me?

      “I don’t know,” I say finally after an agonizingly long pause and it’s the truth. I don’t know if I have feelings for Ansell, and I especially don’t know if he has feelings for me, because I’m not sure if he can feel at all like that, or if his feelings are too small and fleeting to sustain a relationship.

      “Well, crap,” Blair says quietly and leans up next to me. “I’m sorry, Marie. I had no clue you were going through all this. I mean, with William, yeah, and your dad too, but Ansell? God, it’s crazy.”

      “I know. And throw Pride in the mix too.”

      “You’re a full-on manager now and you’re banging the boss. How’s that for job security?” I grimace and she laughs, patting my arm. “Don’t worry, I’m not telling anyone. You have way too much drama around you as it is.”

      “I just want a normal week. Like, a regular, boring old week for once. That’s not asking a lot.”

      “It’s really not. But unfortunately, you’re busy banging gorgeous frozen lord Ice King and god, I never thought I’d say this, but I’m jealous.”

      “You’re jealous of little old me?”

      “You get to live in a gorgeous apartment with a handsome man and have no-strings-attached sex whenever you want it. That’s… sort of the dream, right?”

      “Speak for yourself.” I lean my head on her shoulder. “My dream was to marry a man that loves me. Instead, I got William, and now I have Ansell, and I’m not sure if either of them are capable of true human emotions.”

      “William can feel. Except he can only feel for himself and nobody else.”

      I laugh and Blair hugs me. We stay like that for a few minutes watching people walk past, the flow of the city churning in all directions, and I wonder if I’ m digging myself deeper and deeper. The longer I stay with Ansell, the more attached I’m getting, and I don’t know if this attachment is real or just a product of the sex.

      “Come on,” Blair says, standing up straight. “There’s a guy over by the corner that’s been staring at us for like two minutes now and it’s creeping me out.”

      My feet go numb and I grab her arm, digging my fingers in. “Where?”

      “Over there.” She points toward the corner and groans. “Oh, god, now he’s walking this way. Come on, let’s get inside.”

      I follow her gaze and I nearly scream. Heiko’s coming toward us with a smile on his face, and every instinct inside is telling me to get the hell out of there.

      But talking to Blair shook something loose inside of me. Having her hear the story from an outside perspective made me see just how unreal and crazy this has all been. Heiko can’t waltz over here and abduct me in broad daylight, even with the backing of the Crawford family. They may be powerful and rich, but they’re not immune to laws.

      “I’m sick of this,” I say softly and release Blair. I step forward, toward Heiko, which makes him grin bigger.

      “What are you doing? Marie, come on, I don’t like the way he’s looking at you.”

      “It’s okay. I know him. That’s the Crawford family hitman.”

      Blair gags as I stride forward to meet him.
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      Heiko slows and stops at the base of the steps on the far side. I stand midway between him and Blair, hands on my hips, chin tilted up. I know he’s here for me, but I feel protective of my friend and I’m going to get in his way if he decides to do something stupid—like use her against me. He can come over here and drag me away if he wants, but Blair’s watching, and there are at least ten other people around.

      I’m not letting him intimidate me for the rest of my life. I learned a long time ago that I have to stand up to bullies, especially men that want to hurt me, throw me around, and cause me pain for their sick amusement.

      “Why hello there, Ms. Pearce,” Heiko says and puts a hand over his heart. “It’s been much too long. I didn’t expect to see you.”

      “Heiko. What are you doing here?”

      “I was in the neighborhood and noticed you out here with your friend. I thought I’d drop by and say hello.”

      I narrow my eyes at him. “You mean you were waiting outside my building for me to come out and got lucky.”

      “That too. This is a really boring job most of the time. I spend days and days standing around and waiting, and mostly nothing happens. But oh, the exciting stuff, that’s worth all the boredom. If it helps at all, I’m not supposed to approach you right now, but this seemed like such a good opportunity. Why don’t we skip all the whining and bullshit, and you just come with me right now?”

      “Marie, honey, are you okay?” Blair moves closer and I feel a surge of pride in my stomach. She’s a good friend. I know she’s scared right now and I can’t blame her, but she’s not abandoning me to this psychopath.

      “I’m fine,” I say, waving her off. “I promise. I’ll just be a second.” Even if she wants to help, this is my fight, and I’m not about to let her get pulled into this mess like Ansell.

      I turn back to Heiko and move closer. His eyes widen in surprise but his smile doesn’t falter. “Listen to me. I’m sick of you hanging around and making my life miserable.”

      “But I get so much pleasure out of it.”

      “Go tell William that if he wants to talk, he can meet me at Luigi’s Pizza on Fairmount Avenue tonight at seven.”

      Heiko’s eyebrows raise all the way up and he stares at me. “Are you joking?”

      “He wants to talk to me, doesn’t he? Your employer wants to give him the opportunity to make me repent my wicked ways or whatever, isn’t that it? Let’s skip all this annoying back and forth and hash it out, me and him.”

      “I don’t think he’ll go for it.”

      “He will. He’s stupid and he hates me. He’ll be there.” I turn and head back toward the building, heart racing. I don’t know if he’s going to fall for this or if he’s about to rush out and drag me away, but it’s a gamble I’m willing to take.

      Heiko calls my name and I pause. “I can’t guarantee he’ll show. And I can’t promise he’ll be alone if he does.”

      “Tell him to come and to leave his guard dogs behind. Just me and him. Tell him not to be a coward.”

      Heiko laughs as I stomp back toward the front doors and head inside. I can’t believe that worked. I expected Heiko to tell me to shut my mouth but he’s clearly intrigued. I don’t know what’s going on with that family behind closed doors but I’m guessing there’s a fair bit of confusion. I wonder if Heiko’s loyalties are somewhat split between William and his father.

      Blair catches up with me in the lobby. “What the hell was that?”

      “I’m going to have a conversation with my former fiancé about boundaries and proper behavior.”

      “Are you sure this is a good idea?”

      I look at her and take her hand between mine. “You’re a really good friend. A really, really good friend, and you’ve done enough already. But can I ask for one more favor?”

      She groans but nods. “What do you need?”

      “A ride. That’s all. You have a car, right? I’d ask Ansell but there’s no way in hell he’d ever let me go to this meeting without a dozen guards and a bulletproof vest.”

      “I have a car, but I’ll lose a choice parking spot if we do this. And I’m not sure I want to piss off my boss.”

      “I’ll make it worth your while. Luigi’s makes amazing pizza.”

      She sighs and squeezes my hand. “Fine, I’ll do it, but only because I love you.”
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      “Are you sure about this?” Blair frowns at me as the car sits idling down the block from Luigi’s. “And did you get permission from your boyfriend first?”

      “Ansell isn’t my boyfriend and I don’t need to check with him on everything.” I wanted to tell him, but there was no way in hell he would’ve let me come here without him, and I don’t want to spook William away. This is something I need to do on my own. I managed to slip out of the apartment without him noticing and I’m guessing I have about an hour before he starts to freak out.

      Ideally, I’ll be back before he even notices I’m gone.

      “Do you want me to wait nearby? Just in case.”

      I open my mouth to say oh, fuck, yes, please do but instead I shake my head. “I’ll be okay.”

      “That’s not remotely convincing.”

      “William’s not dumb enough to do something in public. He’s got too much at stake right now and I think his father would literally kill him if he did something to make their situation worse.”

      “I hope you’re right.” Blair frowns a little. “I’m gonna wait here for a little while, okay? Maybe like twenty minutes or whatever. If you feel like you want to leave, get out of there and come running.”

      “You’re the best, but that’s not necessary.”

      “I know it isn’t. I just worry.”

      I squeeze her hand and open the door. “Thanks, Blair.”

      “Good luck.”

      I head toward the restaurant. Luigi’s is built on the corner of Twenty-Second and Fairmount, a short, squat building with a few tables covered in peeling laminate and a counter staffed by harried cooks in white shirts. It smells like cheese and garlic, and I find William sitting in the first booth closest to the door scowling at a slice like it was the one that ruined his life. Like it’s the pizza version of me.

      He looks tired. Bags hang under his eyes. His typically perfect hair is disheveled, and his clothes look like he slept in them. I slip into the booth across from him and he looks up, his scowl deepening.

      “I didn’t think you’d show,” he says, leaning back. His usual swagger and smirk is missing. “I was sitting there wondering if I’d wasted more time on you.”

      “Hello, William. I didn’t know you were the one that wasted time on me. I seem to remember the opposite.”

      “I wasted time and planning and energy. Do you have any idea how detailed the wedding preparation was getting?” He sighs and rubs his face. “You have no clue what my father’s been doing lately. He’s on edge, to put it mildly. He’s basically stomping around threatening to cut off my balls, and I think he means it literally.” The scowl fades and he stares down at his hands. “This whole thing is a mess.”

      I soften slightly. I expected rage and anger but instead he seems beaten down and broken in a way I’ve never seen in him.

      William is the typical All-American jock: loud, happy, outgoing, confident. He’s the golden retriever of people and the sort of man that walks into a room and can pick out the most important people at a glance. He’s gravity itself, bending crowds in his direction. Back when we were engaged, I was excited to get to know him better and wondered if his magnetism would extend to the majority of our life, if I would get to experience what it’s like living as someone with more wealth and privilege than sense, and if some of his blessed charm would rub off on me.

      I pictured myself with him. I saw us traveling, having children, going to parties and gatherings and galas and balls and whatever else the ultra-rich do, and all the while with him by my side. There was no love, but I wanted there to be.

      Now I see how silly all that dreaming was.

      “I’m aware. He’s been very desperate to talk to me lately.”

      William grimaces. “I assume you mean Heiko’s been after you.”

      “That man is very persistent.”

      “He has to be, otherwise my father would probably kill him and dump his body in the Schuylkill.” He sighs and leans forward. “If it’s any consolation, it wasn’t my idea to get Heiko involved. I’ve actually been trying to get my father to back off, even though you don’t deserve it.”

      “Uh, thanks, I think.” This isn’t going how I expected at all and it’s throwing me off. I prepared for him to be extremely defensive, possibly blame me for everything and claim I was actively trying to destroy his life—which, to be fair, I sort of was—and instead, he seems resigned and broken by the entire situation. That’s an emotional register I never thought William could experience.

      I never stepped back to think about what it feels like being the son of Magnus Crawford. William’s shrouded in privilege and power and charm and money but that doesn’t change the fact that his father is an enormous douchebag and must’ve been abusive growing up. I can’t imagine William walked away from that family without deep, lasting scars, and the boy sitting across from me seems much more wounded than I ever dreamed he could. I want to reach out and understand him, but I also can’t let myself give in to that impulse.

      I’m not sure if this sudden calm vulnerability is a trick or if this is the real William finally presenting himself.

      Real or not, William is still William, and his family is still trying to destroy me and the band I love.

      “All right then, Marie. I’m here and sitting across from you in this piece-of-shit pizza place. What do you want?”

      I take a breath and I’m about to answer when the thought strikes me: what do I want? Aside from him backing down completely, what do I want from William? I’m not sure how much he can do about our situation at this point. His father’s in control now and I doubt William has the clout within his family to stop the grinding machine of the Crawford wrath. I glance out the window and think back to everything that happened, from the moment I got those emails to the moment I emailed Bella Baby, and only one thing stands out.

      “I want you to admit that you did it.”

      He seems surprised. His head tilts to the side and a smile plays on his lips. “Is that what this is about?”

      I nod once, trying to keep my fury under control. He can be so damn patronizing sometimes, like my feelings don’t matter.

      “You tried to act like it wasn’t you in those pictures.” I turn to stare into his face and I feel a wave of unfamiliar emotions. I’m angry, but I’m also betrayed and all I want is for him to acknowledge that he did something wrong for once in his life. I want him to take some responsibility for the situation we’re in. “You tried to gaslight me and downplayed how I felt. Not only did you fuck some other girl, but you spit in my face afterward.”

      “You took it too far.” His smile slips away. “Going to Bella Baby like that. What were you thinking, Marie?”

      “I was hurt and I wanted to make you hurt too. I wanted you to see how serious it was.”

      He rubs his temples and takes a deep breath. He’s silent for several seconds and I don’t know what he’s thinking. But finally, he looks up and his face is determined.

      “Yes, that was me in those pictures. Yes, I was cheating on you. Yes, I shouldn’t have done it. Is that what you want? Does that fix anything at all? Does it change a damn thing?”

      I almost laugh. Hearing that now, after everything, is such a small victory, but it’s a victory nonetheless. “If only you’d said that from the start.”

      “You think you wouldn’t have thrown my family under the bus?”

      “That’s not what I intended to do.”

      A flicker of his anger returns. “But that’s what happened. Do you have any idea how many calls and messages my father has gotten and how many of his business partners have made comments about backing away from deals? We’re toxic right now, Marie. Everyone knows I’m going to take over the Crawford empire one day, and the idea that I’ll be a liability is now firmly implanted in every single investor’s mind. I have you to thank for that. I’ll be clawing my reputation back from this disaster for years.”

      “That wasn’t my intention. Bella Baby—”

      “Rumors have long reach. They last for as long as memory preserves them.” He leans forward, hands planted on the table on either side of his plate. The slice of pizza remains untouched. “You never should’ve sent that email to Baby. You never should’ve put those pictures online. You fucked me, Marie.”

      “I didn’t—”

      “You fucked me hard, you selfish little—” He stops himself, jaw clenched tight, and I lean away from him, afraid that he’ll lurch forward and try to hurt me. His eyes are bugging out, and the sudden reversal is terrifying, but more of what I expected from him.

      William is charming, yes, but he’s also got an undercurrent of anger deep below the surface, probably instilled in him by his piece of trash father and years of abuse.

      But regardless of why he’s broken and angry, he’s still looking at me like he wants to tear off my head.

      I take a couple breaths to calm myself. Sweat’s beading my skin. Behind the counter, the guy working the register is watching me with a curious frown, like he can see how scared I am right now. William sounds unhinged, and the way he’s jumping between contrition and anger makes me realize that I’m missing something here. And I’m certainly not safe.

      “How do we stop this?” I ask in a quiet voice. “How do we end all this bullshit? You can’t wait to keep on going the way we have been.”

      He leans back again. He glares at me and says nothing for a solid minute before tapping a finger against the table.

      “First, you have to publicly apologize. Get Baby to write another article. Make the apology real and make it believable. I want the world to understand what really happened.”

      “And what really happened? Nothing Baby wrote was a lie.”

      “We had an arrangement. Our relationship wasn’t real. I misunderstood the parameters—”

      “You misunderstood how being engaged works?” I try not to let the absurdity of the situation get the better of me.

      His jaw twitches. “It wasn’t real, Marie.”

      “But it was real. Just because it was arranged doesn’t mean you were going to be allowed to run around town embarrassing me. You’re mad that I made you look bad, but imagine if you were in my position. Imagine you were married to a man that was constantly sleeping with every single willing woman in a ten-mile radius. How would you handle that?”

      His eyes harden. All the softness in him drops away as he crosses his arms over his chest. That’s the William I expected. Haughty, selfish, angry. The hurting William, the sorry William, that man is buried once more. “It doesn’t matter, because that’s not what happened. We could’ve handled our disagreements in private. Instead, you made it public. You made it worse. Now you’ll make it better or I’ll give Heiko the green light to ruin you.”

      I slide sideways, getting to the edge of the bench. “You’re threatening me now, which means this conversation is over.”

      “Marie—”

      “No, William. I’m done dealing with your entitled bullshit. I’ll admit I made some bad, emotional decisions and I made this worse. I shouldn’t have gone to Bella Baby the way that I did, but you still don’t get it. You deserve some of the blame too, and even more than that, you should be ashamed of the way your family’s been harassing me.”

      He grunts once and his face tightens. “So you’re playing the victim card then. I hoped you were better than that, but I guess not.”

      “God, you’re awful. I really thought you’d turned the corner, but no, you’re the same old asshole you’ve always been.”

      “If you walk away, Marie, there’s no chance. You’re finished. I won’t hold back anymore.”

      I shift out of the booth and stand at the end staring down at him. I don’t want to turn my back and leave right now but his face, his posture, it’s all telling me that this is a lost cause. William’s not going to admit he was wrong and he certainly won’t fix the problems he created.

      In his mind, the only way to get past this is for me to fall on a sword and make him look like he was the victim all along.

      To hell with that.

      “Give me a reason to stay. Stop making demands and tell me you’re going to quit harassing me and Pride and everyone around me.”

      “Like I said, publicly apologize—”

      “All right, William, we’re done. You’re never going to change.”

      I turn to leave. There’s no coming back from this. He’s going to make more and more demands until I’ve all but admitting that I’m a liar and I faked the whole thing. He’s not interested in working with me, only interested in me working for him, and that’s the problem. He’ll never see me as an equal, which is why he can’t understand that what he did was wrong.

      That would’ve been our entire relationship. William would’ve seen me as his employee, not as his equal or his partner. I would’ve been expected to play the role of his wife, and he never would’ve cared about me as a person.

      There would’ve been no warmth, no joy, no happiness.

      I dodged a bullet when he cheated on me.

      I’m about to shove open the door but he calls out before I can slip away.

      “You’re making a mistake,” he says. “This is your last chance, Marie. You walk through that door and you’re finished.”

      I smile at him sadly then step outside.
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      “Next time you want to run off and throw yourself at the mercy of the man who wants to hurt you the most in this world, check with me first. I might try to talk you out of it. And you just might listen.”

      Ansell sits back on his desk and glares at me as I pace back and forth across his office. I felt too guilty not to tell him, but I’m also a coward so I waited until we were back at work the next morning where he couldn’t punish me—too much.

      “I know it was stupid and impulsive, but I swear he almost opened up to me. There was a minute—”

      “William Crawford doesn’t open up. Whatever you think you saw was only his attempt at manipulating you.”

      I frown and look down at the floor. Could that be true? William’s charming, but he was never much of an actor. Even when he tried to lie directly to my face, he wasn’t very good at it, and a lot of what he said last night made sense, at least before he started acting like a bastard. I can only guess at how much shit he’s getting from his family on top of the embarrassment of being publicly canceled by a gossip blogger for cheating.

      Am I stupid and crazy to have empathy for that asshole? I’m not sure he deserves it but I can’t help myself.

      “No, I saw something,” I say and look up, clenching my hands into fists. “I’m sure I saw something. He looked uncertain, like he was afraid.”

      “He might be afraid, but that doesn’t mean he won’t hurt you the first chance he gets.”

      “You’re right, but—”

      “Pearce, enough. From now on, you will never go talk to the Crawfords without speaking to me first. Do you understand?”

      I look up sharply. He’s staring at me with those cold, dead eyes, and a shiver runs down my spine. Ansell expects obedience in all things, and it’s stupid to fight him, but I haven’t gotten this far just to roll over and do whatever he says. “You don’t get to order me around.”

      A strange growl rolls from the back of his throat as he stands. “Are you sure about that?”

      “Ansell—”

      “There are a lot of moving pieces to this game. Magnus Crawford. Your father. William. Pride. You and me and Bella Baby and Baptist and a thousand other poor bastards that got sucked into this conflict purely because the Crawfords are like black holes. They drag down everyone around them.” He comes toward me, stalking slow. “You don’t seem to understand that your actions affect a lot of people. They have far-ranging consequences much beyond your own immediate concerns.”

      “I know that.” I back away from him as he approaches. “I still get to make my own decisions. I’m my own person.”

      “Not anymore.”

      “Ansell.”

      “Pearce.”

      I bump into the wall. He stops two inches in front of me and reaches up a hand like he’s going to pull my hair, but instead he sharply yanks the cord on the blinds, blocking the window to his office overlooking the executive floor. He reaches to my other side and turns the lock on his door handle, shutting it with a loud click.

      I’m trapped. My heart’s racing. Ansell slowly runs a thumb down my cheek and tilts his head as if studying the pulse rocketing on my throat. His lips lean forward to kiss my jawline, slowly moving back to whisper in my ear.

      “I won’t have you endanger yourself again. Do I have to assign you guards?”

      “Can you even do that?”

      “I’m rich, Pearce. I can hire a dozen men to shadow your every move if I wanted.”

      “Please don’t.”

      “I’m very tempted. I’ve come to value you very much and I don’t want to see you act reckless. There are ways we can solve our problem but only if you’re willing to be smart.”

      “I am being smart.” I glare at him and try to shove him back, but he doesn’t budge. “Heiko was coming for me. I had to think on my feet, and I figured if William showed up, that meant he was willing to talk. I thought maybe we could reach some compromise that benefited us both, but I was wrong.”

      Ansell’s hand snakes up into my hair and grips. I gasp in pain and release a soft whimper, and a voice in the back of my head moans finally. This is why I push him. This is why I tease. I want this reaction, when the smoldering, powerful passion hiding down below his surface takes over his perfect body. It’s like he becomes someone else when I’m hurting, or when I’m feeling good, and I’m not sure there’s a distinction between pleasure and pain with him. All extremes are equally good in his eyes.

      I want more. He bites my lower lip, giving me what I need. A shiver runs down my spine in anticipation of his hands on my skin.

      “You want to make me angry, don’t you?”

      “I didn’t think you were capable of anger.”

      “Oh, I’m capable. It comes on slow and it burns extra hot. Worlds shatter when I get angry.”

      “Then go ahead and break me.”

      He slams his mouth into mine, kissing me deep and hard, and I moan into that kiss. His tongue is like heaven and the hand in my hair is like hell, and I know what he’s going to do to me. It’ll hurt, and it’ll feel good, and at the end I’ll be left a quivering bruised mass begging for him to keep going if only to squeeze one more ounce of feeling from his seemingly endless reservoir of hidden strength.

      He reaches down and yanks the hem of my skirt up over my ass. I grunt as he bites my lip again and pulls me from the wall. He sits, dragging me down into his lap, my panty-covered ass in the air, but he peels those panties off until my dripping, glistening pussy and my soft, pale ass, still stippled with bruises from prior punishments, are available for him to do with as he pleases. I’m exposed, so exposed it sends a ripple of tension into my flesh, but I don’t want this to stop.

      I want him to keep going. I want him to go too far.

      “Promise me you won’t run off and do anything stupid again,” he murmurs, pulling my hair.

      I gasp and glance at him. “I won’t.”

      He spanks my ass once, hard. I groan and bite his thigh, making him grunt. I taste the high-end wool on my tongue like a bitter herb.

      “Promise it, Pearce. Or I’m going to keep spanking you until you scream.”

      “Make me scream then.”

      Another spank, another. I whimper and wiggle my hips as he spreads my pussy lips wide and teases me with his fingers. He slides them inside and god, I’m soaking wet, dripping in his lap. He spanks me again before fucking me with his fingers, slowly at first, teasing me and driving me crazy. He’s in control, he’s always in control.

      “You want me to get you off,” he says softly, the heat in his voice like a drug. “You want me to make you come. I can feel it in your body now, Pearce. Every twitch of your pussy, every time you flex your muscles, I can read it all like a book.”

      “I want you to try.” I stare up at him and I’m struggling to control my expression, but I know what he sees: my blank, pleasure-filled eyes, liquid and needy. I wonder if he means it literally, that he can understand my body just by feeling it. I wouldn’t put it past him. “I want you to try very, very hard.”

      He laughs softly and spanks me again. I groan and he spanks me again, again, until the pain starts to overwhelm the pleasure, but he plunges his fingers inside before it can ruin the moment, pushing me to a higher level, throwing me up into the stars.

      I scream into his leg. I bite down hard and he flinches and spanks me but keeps going. I push back against his hand and I’m so close, about to come, tense all over and sweat rolling down my back, and god, we’re right here in his office in the middle of our workplace, but this is wrong, so fucking wrong, but I love it and I can’t make myself stop, when he suddenly pulls me off him.

      “Ansell!” I stare at him, eyes wide. I was just about to come, right there on the edge and my pussy’s already starting to clench down, but he shoves me down face-first onto the couch, my ass still in the air.

      His belt buckle comes undone. The jingle of the metal clasp is like music.

      “Poor little Pearce,” he says quietly and I feel his strong hands grip my hips. I’m whimpering, so desperate for him to finish what he started, the asshole. I look back over my shoulder and his massive cock is so hard he’s throbbing with every heartbeat. He presses himself against my gaping, dripping opening. “Everyone wants to use you but nobody cares what you want.”

      “That’s how it feels right—” I gasp as he slides himself in before I can finish. “Oh, fuck, that’s how it feels right now.”

      He fucks me in hard, slow strokes, once, twice, three times, making my entire body shake and the couch thump against the wall. If someone’s in the office next door, I can only imagine what they’re thinking right now.

      “That’s where you’re wrong. Everyone else, they want you to want what they want, but I only need you to do what I say. Not because it benefits me, but because it benefits you. I care about what you need, Pearce. I care about giving you what you don’t even know you crave.”

      He fucks me faster, harder. I try not to moan too loudly but I can’t help myself. Pleasure rips into my core with each stroke and it’s like I’m struggling against myself, holding the orgasm I desperately need at bay just to spite him, but that won’t last long. I’m going to explode into a million little pieces and he’ll have me, just like I knew he would.

      “That sounds like—fuck, oh, god, fuck—that sounds like some self-serving bullshit.”

      He chuckles and pulls my hair, dragging me up against him. He kisses me over my shoulder and wraps a hand around my throat, his cock buried between my legs. I shimmy my hips, feeling him move in delicious circles deep inside.

      “I want so few things in this world, Pearce,” he whispers and his grip on my throat tightens. For the first time since we met and started all this, real fear spikes into my chest, making my heart race double-fast. “Everything drifts through me and barely leaves a mark. But you’re like a wound in my life. You’ve ripped me open and I’m beginning to feel things I never thought possible.” He grips even harder and my eyes widen, but his hips begin to move, fucking me, pulling my hair, fingers around my throat. “I find myself caring about you beyond what you can do for me. I care about your well-being for your own sake. I want to make you feel things just like I do, Pearce, because when you feel them, I feel them too. I want to fuck you, control you, spank you, hurt you. I want to make you scream and I want you to hurt me in return. I want to experience all your pleasure and all your pain. But I will not let anyone else touch you.”

      He pushes me forward then, releasing my throat. I gasp as he fucks me fast and hard, reaching the crescendo we’ve been building to. I bury my mouth against the decorative pillow and scream as I come in a blinding burst of core-burning lightning. I come so hard I nearly black out and he keeps going, fucking me, taking me further and further until I feel him finish between my legs in a warm, thick spurt.

      I fall forward, breathing hard, sweating and dizzy. He collapses to his knees beside me on the floor and leans his forehead against my shoulder. We stay like that for a few minutes, breathing together, lost in our own worlds of pleasure but also inextricably linked, and I keep thinking about his words. They flow through me and into me, and I feel myself changing. I feel myself drifting closer to him, tangling deeper. I want the world he’s offering, where he feels so deeply, where our feelings are tightly bound together.

      It’s an intoxicating vision of the future and one that scares me as much as it entices me.

      “Did you mean that?” I whisper and tilt my chin toward him. “About me making you feel things?”

      “I’m sure you’ve noticed.”

      “I have, but—” I hesitate. I wasn’t convinced that all those micro-expressions were real. I worried they were only a manifestation of my own desire and I was imagining them because I want him to be more than the Ice King so badly. I want Ansell to feel something, but I also have to be prepared to accept it if he doesn’t. That’s who he is, despite what I want or think. “I wasn’t sure if I should be so arrogant.”

      “It isn’t arrogance. Truth is truth.” I smile and he kisses me. “You make me feel, Pearce. You make me feel more than I ever dreamed. It’s like heaven, but it’s also extremely difficult. I’m still getting used to all this… wanting. I don’t know what to do with these emotions. I take them out on you and it’s like purging myself of demons, but they keep coming back.”

      “Welcome to the real world. That’s how we all feel all the time.”

      “It’s unpleasant.”

      “Yes, but it’s also amazing. Feeling things—that’s the best, right? That’s why we do what we do. That’s what makes life worthwhile. That’s why we fall in love and have sex and make families and eat and drink and laugh. Feeling is everything, and without it, what’s the point? If we felt nothing, it’s like we drift along on the wind.”

      “That’s how it was for me for a very long time,” he says and nuzzles against my neck. “I wonder if it wouldn’t be better to go back.”

      “Will you?” A spike of uncertainty rolls through me. Would Ansell throw me aside? Could he get tired of me and move on? Maybe the numbness is more comfortable for him. If that happened, I’d be at the mercy of the Crawfords and my father. Am I only here because of his protection?

      “No, Pearce, I won’t.” I nod, chewing my lip, afraid of what that means. “Now, pull yourself together. We’re going to go ambush an important record executive and I need you on your best behavior.”

      My mouth drops open. “We’re doing what?”

      He laughs and kisses me.
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      The Philadelphia offices of Universal are at the top of a tower several blocks away from Drake Entertainment, and I wonder if that’s a coincidence. Probably not—If I know Ansell at all, he likely signed his lease purely to be close to these guys.

      “Did you talk to the talent scout?” I ask as we ride the elevator up. Ansell nods once.

      “Didn’t go well.”

      “Why not?”

      “I’m not sure and that’s what we’re here to find out. I don’t like not knowing something. It bothers me.”

      “I bet it does. Control freak.”

      He stares at me. “You like it.”

      I roll my eyes. “I really need some good news, you know. Lately, it’s like life is dumping on me and it’s hard to see much of a future right now.”

      Ansell looks at me with a frown and does something surprising—he reaches out and takes my hand.

      I stare at the simple gesture. His palm is strong and large and his fingers engulf mine. The skin is rough and well-used and there’s a scar along the second knuckle. I squeeze gently, and he squeezes back, and I have to blink rapidly to keep from crying right now because I’m pretty sure that would confuse the hell out of him and make things worse.

      But Ansell’s comforting me. He’s holding my hand because he recognizes my pain and he wants to try to help.

      I know that’s normal human behavior but Ansell is not a normal human person.

      I stand there quietly enjoying his body and his hand in my own, feeling a tingling down my spine and the beginnings of a smile play on my lips. Ansell says he feels things because of me and maybe it’s true—maybe he’s beginning to move in a new direction.

      That’s terrifying and exciting and I find myself wanting to see what’s next.

      We release our connection when the elevator doors open and he’s back to business. The Ice King strides into the lobby of Universal and practically assaults the terrified-looking secretary until she calls back to the head of Talent Operations, a man named Eric Fold. The secretary hangs up and bats her eyelashes at Ansell, which makes me weirdly jealous because Ansell looks at her like she’s a piece of furniture.

      “He’ll be out in a moment,” she says. “You can wait right here.”

      Ansell doesn’t give her a second glance, and he doesn’t move to sit down. He can be a robot sometimes. We stand there, practically dominating the waiting room, until a man with dirty-blond hair cut short and a big, beaming smile steps around the corner and shakes Ansell’s hand.

      “You’ve got to get out of the habit of just showing up,” Eric says with a laugh and glances at me. He does a double-take, evidently realizing who I am. “You must be Marie Pearce. And now I realize why the head of Drake Entertainment just dropped into my office unannounced.”

      I nearly gag. Ansell told me we had an appointment or at least he strongly implied it. I can’t believe he’d have the balls to ambush this poor executive, but then again, knowing Ansell, I shouldn’t be surprised. “Thank you for seeing us, Mr. Fold.”

      “Don’t thank him,” Ansell says, his voice flat, his sharp eyes cold and dead. “It’s his job. Besides, he’s terrified of me.” He squeezes Eric’s shoulder. “Isn’t that right?”

      “We’re all terrified of you, psycho,” he says and laughs again but there’s an edge of hysteria in his tone. I honestly can’t tell if they’re joking around and like each other or if Eric’s legitimately afraid for his life at the moment. It could go either way.

      We’re led back into a large corner office with a nice view of the city. Eric sits behind his big desk and Ansell remains standing with his hands behind his back. I hesitate, not sure what to do, but decide to take a seat. My feet hurt from the damn heels anyway and I doubt I’ll have much to add to this meeting. This is all Ansell’s show.

      “I’m guessing this is about Pride,” Eric says, taking control of the meeting or trying to anyway. “I’ve heard good things about them. I’ll admit I haven’t listened to their stuff yet.”

      “You’ve heard good things,” Ansell repeats back with a flat tone. “That’s somewhat surprising, considering I heard you personally decided to pass on them.”

      Eric laughs awkwardly and glances at me before staring at Ansell. “It’s business. You know how that goes.”

      Ansell steps forward, looming, and I decide that it’s definitely more fear than friendship between them.

      “Tell me why.”

      “It’s nothing important. We just have too many indie rockers on our roster right now and Pride’s too upbeat and pop-ish to really fit in. That’s all.”

      “I thought you hadn’t listened to their stuff,” I say, head tilted to the side, and I swear I catch the tiniest little smile from Ansell.

      “Well, uh, I haven’t, but I get very detailed reports from all our talent scouts. It’s part of my job to know how everyone sounds even if I don’t listen to them.”

      “Let’s listen to Pride right now.” Ansell takes out his phone. “You should hear them before you decide.”

      “That’s not necessary—”

      “I insist.” Ansell plays Pride’s best song, an upbeat anthem that never fails to bring down the house at every show they play. Eric sits there, looking insanely uncomfortable, nodding along to the beat like he’s enjoying it but I feel the tension rolling from him in waves.

      Ansell’s having fun with this. It’s not obvious from his stone-cold face, but he’s loving every second of Eric’s torture. I can see it in the tiny ways his face changes, in the little smiles, the squints, the angle of his tilted head. I don’t think anyone else would even notice unless they got an advanced degree in Ansell Studies like I have, but to me it’s plain as day. He’s fucking with Eric, and I’m not sure why. Maybe he just likes it.

      This man holds a lot of power over Pride and it’s driving me insane that Ansell’s basically acting like a bully.

      “They’re good,” Eric admits once the song is over and Ansell puts away his phone. “No doubt about it. They’re really good.”

      “Why aren’t you signing them? I can recite their social media stats and tell you how many shows they’ve played, what their attendance records are, all that good stuff, but I suspect it doesn’t matter. I want to know why.”

      Eric leans back. “I told you—”

      “Cut the bullshit,” Ansell says sharply. “We’ve known each other for years. I like you, Eric.” I snort. He could’ve fooled me. Ansell glances in my direction and continues. “But you’re lying to me, and I don’t like it when people feed me dirt and expect me not to dig.”

      Eric leans back in his chair, looking uncomfortable. “Don’t push this. The answer is no and that’s enough. I don’t owe you more.”

      “How many hits have I brought you? How much money have you made off my calls? Tell me why, Eric.”

      He sighs and rubs his face. “This is extremely awkward, okay?” He glances in my direction. “I really don’t want to say right now, not in this situation.”

      “It’s because of me.” My eyes go wide and I sit up straight. Eric grimaces and lowers his gaze back down to the desk. “Oh my god, I’m right. It’s because of me.”

      He nods once. “Yeah, it’s because of you and your situation with the Crawfords. I’m sorry.” He looks at Ansell, face hardening. “Did you really need me to do that? I didn’t want to embarrass the poor girl. She’s been through enough already.”

      “Yes, I did,” Ansell says, not looking at me, but I’m sitting here stunned like a grenade just went off in my lap.

      Pride’s missing out on a huge deal because I’m their manager. Universal won’t touch them because the Crawfords hate me, and if Universal is too afraid of that family to step up then who’s going to? No indie labels, no other major labels, they all know about my situation. If a group as powerful as Universal won’t go against the Crawfords then Pride has no hope anywhere else. They’ll get crushed under the weight of my mistakes.

      “I know this is uncomfortable and I’m not happy about it, but word from higher up says we can’t touch this deal. Ms. Pearce and her relationship to the Crawford family is too volatile at the moment, and the Crawfords own a substantial number of theaters all across the United States. If they decided to refuse our acts entry—”

      “You fucking coward,” Ansell snaps. “Don’t blames this on the theaters.”

      But if that’s true, Pride is screwed. All the other labels will cite the same thing to keep me far away from them.

      Eric sighs. “Like I said, it wasn’t my call, but I agree with it. I’m sorry, Ms. Pearce. I really am.”

      I sit there staring at my hands. “What if I stepped back?”

      The room goes silent. I feel both men looking at me. Shame burns my cheeks and I want to cry but I force myself to hold it together. I’m a professional and this is my job. Pride needs me to be strong right now, and if I truly want to be their manager then I need to be able to make the hard decisions.

      Even if this hard decision is like cutting off a limb.

      “Well, I can’t guarantee anything, but that would be a good start,” Eric says, speaking very slowly and looking at Ansell. He’s very purposefully not glancing in my direction. “My bosses would definitely consider Pride a viable possibility if Ms. Pearce were to step back.”

      Ansell nods and glances at me. “Are you sure, Pearce? You really want this? After all your hard work?”

      “I was their manager for, like, a week,” I say, looking at my hands. I can’t meet their eyes right now. I’m mortified and hate myself for getting emotional in front of Eric right now, but this was so important to me and it’s all getting peeled away, all because of William. “But I’m sure.”

      “Then she’s off Pride.” Ansell steps forward and jabs a finger down onto Eric’s desk. “Tell your bosses. We’ll assign someone else. I play it straight. They know me. If I say Marie Pearce is off Pride and the band is being managed by someone else, it’s the truth. No games.”

      “I’ll tell my bosses.” Eric sighs and leans toward me. “For what it’s worth, Ms. Pearce, they’re a great band. You were smart to get involved with them from the start. I can’t promise we’ll sign them, but this is going to help them a lot in the long-term.”

      “Thank you for your time, Mr. Fold.” I stand and turn away. I’m about to cry and I can’t do it in this damn office. I hurry out the door and down the hall, retracing my steps to the elevator, and stand in front of the shining metal doors jabbing the call button while the secretary stares at me. I wonder how many crying girls come running out of that place.

      When the car arrives, Ansell appears at my hip. “You okay?”

      “Not at all.”

      He grunts and puts an arm around my shoulders as we step into the car. The doors slide shut and I can’t hold the tears back any longer.

      I sob into Ansell’s shoulder. For a second, I think he’s just going to stand there like the Ice King, but slowly he wraps his arms around me and holds me tight.

      “I’m here,” he murmurs quietly. “You did good in there. I’m proud of you.” He holds me tighter. No it’ll be okay, no lying, no bullshit.

      Just him, his arms around me, his voice as a crutch to lean on.

      I cry for the descent. When we reach the bottom, I pull back and wipe my tears, and he looks at me with sorrow in his face for the first time ever. I didn’t think I’d ever see a look like this in his eyes.

      “I didn’t want that,” he says and leans forward to kiss my cheek. His tongue licks softly at the tears there before he takes my hand and we leave the elevators together. “I wanted to find some other solution.”

      “You knew it was me, didn’t you?”

      “I suspected, but I wasn’t sure.”

      “God, this is a nightmare. Even when something good happens, it’s ripped away.” I laugh bitterly as we step out into the afternoon sunlight. “How are we going to make peace with the Crawfords? They won’t be happy until I’ve lost everything.”

      “We’ll find a way.” He glances at me, face hard. “I swear it.”

      I smile weakly at him. My hands are shaking and I feel like hell and it’s like there’s a knife between my ribs, but I believe that if anyone can find a way to get Magnus Crawford to back down, it’s Ansell.

      As we start back to the office, my phone buzzes. I pull it out and Ansell strides ahead, not breaking stride.

      It’s a text from Bella Baby.

      Hey, girl, super awk but, uh, we gotta talk about something.

      I frown at my phone and glance up. Ansell’s still walking away, seemingly unaware that I’ve slowed down.

      I text back, Sure, Baby, what’s going on?

      We gotta talk in person, she sends. Can you get away from Ansell and meet me out tonight? IDK where, you choose, doesn’t matter to me.

      Warning bells ring. This is bad, very bad, and if she’s asking me to come without Ansell then that means it concerns him somehow. Baby is a friend and she’s smart enough to know when something’s important, which means I’d better listen to whatever she has to say.

      Okay, let’s meet at the Belgian Cafe. You know where it is?

      Best bar in Fairmount. See you there. Make sure you come without Ansell, KK? It’s important!!!

      I’ll be there alone, no worries.

      I frown at my phone, trying to figure out what the hell is going on.

      “Pearce!”

      I look up, jumping slightly. Ansell’s halfway down the block now.

      “Sorry!” I shove my phone away and hurry to catch up, already trying to figure out how I’m going to slip away for a second time after Ansell already punished me for doing it once.
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      The interior of the Belgian Cafe is dark and modeled after an old-world pub with lots of wood and glass and ceramic details along the walls. Bella Baby’s sitting at the bar already sipping a glass of wine. I thought I was ten minutes early, but she looks like she got here a half-hour ago.

      “Hey, girl,” I say and she hops up to kiss my cheek. She looks tired and jittery, like the weight of a secret is forcing her down.

      “How’d you get away?” Her eyes glance over my shoulder. “You are alone, right? Does Ansell know you’re here?” She seems legitimately worried and afraid, which only makes me that much more nervous.

      “I got lucky. He went with Baptist to scout some group tonight so I could just grab an Uber and head over. He has no clue I even left the apartment.”

      She nods, looking uncomfortable, but sits down. I order wine from the bartender and Baby fiddles with her glass, clearly working herself up to something.

      “What’s going on?” I ask, prodding her to open up. The bartender places my drink in front of me and I take a sip. “It’s been a crazy day already. Did you hear I stepped down as Pride’s manager?”

      Baby’s eyes widen. “Oh, god, Marie. I’m so sorry. I know that was important to you.”

      I smile and wave it away even though I feel like I’m breaking inside. Pride was the first thing I did for myself. I found them, cultivated my relationship, really put effort and sweat and blood into them, and now walking away is like leaving my own child behind.

      “It’s all right, I’ll survive. But just a fair warning, that’s where I’m at right now. Definitely hasn’t been a super easy day.”

      “Fuck,” Baby whispers, leaning forward. She drinks down the rest of her wine and groans. “I wish I had good news then but I think I’m about to make your bad day even worse.”

      “What’s got you so stressed? I’ve never seen you like this before.”

      She glances at the exit again. A man walks from the dining room back to the bathrooms and she tracks him the whole time. I have no clue why she’s acting so paranoid, but an ugly feeling is lodged in my guts.

      Bella Baby reported on the Crawford family without batting an eye. She’s dealing with troll armies and her own awful harassment right now. And yet whatever she has to tell me is somehow worse than all that, at least based on how she’s acting.

      “Ansell came to me the other day. He asked me to take on some side work doing PR for you and I said sure, since I love you, but mostly because the money was great. He gave me access to his company’s computer systems and you know me, I can’t help myself, so I went… snooping.”

      I resist the urge to groan. “You’ve been snooping through Drake Entertainment’s files?”

      “I didn’t mean to,” she says but quickly grins. “Okay, yeah, I totally did, but at first it was just to find some stuff I might be able to use for you. Like image assets or whatever I could retrofit to work for your case. I have all these plans on how to combat the trolls the Crawfords hired. But something else was bothering me while I clicked around and I got curious.” She hesitates, clears her throat, drums her fingers on the bar top. “Who wrote that email to you, Marie?”

      “I have no clue. I always assumed it was someone that hates the Crawfords. Who else would hire a PI to follow William around?”

      “That’s what I figured. Someone with motive. When I was snooping, I had that question in the back of my head. The image files that you sent to me all had a specific extension at the end like they were taken by the same camera, and I started thinking… Well, if someone took other pictures, they’d be saved with that file extension too, right? I searched that string of letters and numbers in the Drake database, and I sort of… stumbled on something.”

      “What did you find?” I’m whispering now. I don’t want to hear this, but I know I have to.

      “Images. Lots of images. Stuff that wasn’t in the original emails.” She hesitates, shifting from side to side. “Stuff that only the person who hired the PI in the first place would have.”

      My body goes cold. “Someone in Ansell’s organization did it?”

      Baby nods slowly and touches my hand.

      “Marie, Baptist sent those emails.”

      It’s like my world goes entirely still. Everything stops and I blink rapidly, trying to understand. Her words echo through my brain and I try to make sense of it but nothing’s fitting together. The pieces won’t connect, like I’m short-circuited.

      Baptist sent the emails?

      Ansell’s best friend, Baptist?

      The guy that seems so nice and charming?

      It makes no sense. None of this makes any sense.

      Why would he do that? As far as I know, he doesn’t have a connection to the Crawford family, but I don’t really know much about him. I don’t understand why Ansell’s second-in-command, his best friend and right-hand man, would be following William around and why he’d send me emails like that.

      I feel like I have a word stuck on the tip of my tongue, or like song lyrics are caught in my brain but they’re not quite the right tune.

      It doesn’t add up. Unless…

      “Baby, do you think Ansell had something to do with this?”

      She grimaces and throws back her wine. She shifts closer to me and holds my hands tightly in her own. Her voice drops lower like she’s sharing a conspiratorial secret. “Listen, sweets, I don’t know anything for sure, okay? I get that you and Ansell are starting to be close and I don’t want to step between that with speculation, and here’s what I’ll say. Baptist is a smart, capable guy, but he works for Ansell. And I doubt much happens around Ansell that he’s unaware of. You know what I mean?”

      I let that sink in and the truth of what she’s saying is like a punch to the nose. Of course Ansell knows. He knows everything all the time, especially whatever his best friend is doing. My eyes water and I’m going to cry, and I quickly have to start drinking to short-circuit my tears. Otherwise, I’m going to sit at this bar and sob my brains out, but that won’t fix anything and it’ll only heap more embarrassment on top of this already awful moment.

      Baby thinks Ansell was involved with tailing William and sending those emails. Whether directly or indirectly through Baptist, he knew what was happening from the start, and the implications are terrifying.

      That explains so much.

      I feel totally numb all over as I start to see how the bigger picture fits together.

      That’s why he was willing to step up for me. That’s why he pulled William away that first night and why he relentlessly protects me.

      He wanted all this to happen.

      I don’t know why or what his ultimate game is going to be, but he manipulated this situation to his benefit, and it’s a terrifying prospect.

      Who is Ansell, really?

      “I don’t understand,” I say, shaking my head rapidly. “Why would Ansell do it? What does he have to gain from all this?”

      “I can guess a whole lot if you want but I don’t really know. Ansell and his type are always playing a bunch of different games. It’s possible you were just… collateral damage. Or maybe you were what he thinks of as fun. Honestly, Marie, the ultra-rich are like different creatures.”

      I nearly gag as I pull from her and clutch my wine. I finish the glass and motion for another from the bartender. Once I get my refill, I down half of it again, head spinning. How could I be collateral damage? How could I be just some game? Baptist sent me those emails on purpose. He baited me into wanting to know more. Oh my god, I was getting the messages while I was pitching in front of Ansell. Did he know it was happening the whole time? Was he watching my face, waiting for my reactions and secretly enjoying it the whole time?

      Ansell’s at the center of this and I feel sick.

      I think of his hand in mine. His comfort on the elevator ride down from Eric’s office. The way he looked at me, kissed me, touched me. The worship in his voice and in his eyes. Is the Ice King stuff even real? Can he feel this whole time, or is he some sort of psychopath, unable to care about humans beyond himself?

      “I feel like I’m part of some sick game. This is really freaking me out, Baby. I’m starting to spiral.”

      “I’m sorry, I really am. God, I hate myself for doing this, but you need to know what I found, right?”

      “I’m not mad at you, Baby. You’ve been a really good friend to me. It’s just like… God, if there’s a way for me to get lower, life will find a way to toss on dirt and make sure I’m buried.”

      “Don’t freak out completely just yet. I found the files in Baptist’s drive but, I don’t know, maybe someone else sent the email?”

      I give her a look. “Now you’re just saying whatever you think I want to hear.”

      She sighs and nods. “All right, guilty. I hate how sad you look, it’s breaking my heart.”

      “I thought I had something good.” I talk quietly, clutching the glass between both hands, elbows on the bar. “Pride’s gone, Ansell’s been lying to me, or at least Baptist is involved in all this more than I thought, and now I feel like whatever silver lining I might’ve had is being torn to shreds. I’m tumbling, Baby. I’m drowning. And there’s really nothing else I can do, because I think I trusted the wrong man.”

      The idea is horrifying: did I have it wrong this whole time?

      “Oh, Marie.” She leans against my shoulder and hugs me against her. “I love you, sweetie. Whatever you need, I’m there for you, okay? If you wanna come stay with me for a few days or whatever, I want you to be comfortable. I know you’ve been living with Ansell.”

      “He’s protecting me. That’s what he says, anyway.” I laugh bitterly, so disgusted with myself. “He says he cares. Can you imagine Ansell Drake caring about anything?”

      The words sound false and disgusting now. It’s like all the joy and excitement I felt over this burgeoning relationship is crumbling to ash.

      He’s protecting me from him. That’s the worst part. He was tailing William and he took those photographs, and I’m betting he did it to embarrass and hurt the Crawford family for some business reason I haven’t noticed yet. Maybe I’m just collateral damage.

      It’s all been a lie. He’s been manipulating me from the very start. This whole Ice King bullshit, his feelings, his emotions, they’re fake. He’s been fucking me and using me and lying to me, and I could’ve found out the truth if I’d just gone to the Crawfords and talked to them. I bet they know Baptist sent the emails and that Ansell was involved. I’m sure they’d be happy to tell me all about it.

      God, I’m so embarrassed and mad and mortified and furious. The rug is firmly pulled out from under me, and now I’m tumbling along and bouncing over every rock on my way down to the very bottom.

      I’ve been such an idiot to trust him.

      The Ice King feels nothing. He never did. It’s always been a figment of my imagination and he knew exactly what to tell me in order to keep stringing me along.

      I finish my glass of wine and kiss Baby on the cheek.

      “I’m worried about you,” she says, frowning. “Are you going to be okay? Do you have a safe place to stay?”

      “I’ll go back to Ansell’s, grab my stuff, and head to my apartment.”

      “He’ll follow you there.”

      “Maybe, but I’ll lock the door. I have good locks.” I laugh, slightly hysterical. “What else can I do?”

      “Oh, sweetie. I’m so, so sorry. My offer to stay with me stands though.”

      “That’s okay. I appreciate it, Baby. You’ve done more than enough for me already and I can’t keep relying on your good will to help me survive.”

      She laughs lightly and gives me a quick hug. I settle up my tab and we head outside together. On the sidewalk, facing down the barrel of my immediate future, the horrible, sickening reality of my situation hits me like a hammer.

      Ansell’s been lying.

      He knows who sent the emails. He knows it was Baptist.

      But what does he have to gain from keeping me around like this?

      Sick pleasure, that’s what.

      I head back to Ansell’s apartment already trying to figure out how I’m going to survive the next few hours.
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      The apartment is big, empty, and ominous.

      What struck me as charming and reflective of Ansell’s strange, introverted personality now seems lifeless, cold, and drab. It’s almost serial-killer terrifying, and my heart’s racing as I hurry into the extra bedroom to pack a bag. Everything seems so different now.

      How did I miss all these warning signs?

      The problem is I saw them and didn’t care. Ansell is a nightmare but he doesn’t try to hide it, and somehow that softens everything. He embraces his strangeness and lives the Ice King persona, and I thought that meant I could trust him.

      He is what he says he is.

      Except I was wrong.

      He’s so much more, and I’m not sure I know him at all.

      Half the things in this closet aren’t even mine, but stuff that he bought me since I came to live with him. Ansell’s been indulgent almost to the point of spoiling me, and now all those gifts, all that attention, it’s all soiled and ruined. I don’t want this stuff but it seems like a shame to leave it behind. Maybe I can sell some of it since I’ll be out of a job pretty soon.

      The thought of quitting Drake Entertainment is like a gunshot wound on top of a knife wound. Any tiny shred of hope I had for managing Pride one day in the future when all this stuff blows over is utterly destroyed. I’ll never work in this industry again because Ansell’s going to ruin me when I finally confront him.

      I don’t know what any of this means or where it’s going. Why would Ansell ruin my relationship with William then get involved with me afterward? It’s like he planned this from the start. Did he step in when I was lonely and vulnerable and give me everything I wanted, say all the right things, act all the right ways, only to suck me into his sick world?

      Maybe this is the only way he can feel anything.

      Could this all be some elaborate game he plays?

      I might not even be the first woman he’s done this to. Maybe not the exact same circumstances—but I can picture him stringing along other poor victims that are charmed by his money and his power and his cold confidence.

      He suckered me into caring about him and now I feel like I’m tumbling down into darkness.

      I shiver as I toss my bag over my shoulder. I don’t know the truth about what’s going on but I can’t stay here any longer. I have to get out before he comes home. I’m not sure I can face him, not with my head a dizzy mess and a thousand conflicting thoughts pressing through my brain.

      I’m afraid of what I’ll say, but even more terrified of what he might do.

      There’s a part of me that wants to stay. Some stupid voice is telling me that the Ansell I know couldn’t possibly be involved in those emails, that I’m overreacting, that if I slowed down and just talked to him then everything would be okay.

      But this is the Ice King I’m thinking about.

      The emotionless robot.

      The monster with sharp eyes and a sharper tongue.

      Looking back, I can see how he hooked me, how he drew me into his world and convinced me that everything would be okay if all I did was obey him and follow his every order. He dragged me along, digging deeper and deeper, until I’m nearly so wrapped up in him that I have no other options.

      He made me utterly dependent on him.

      That’s the scariest part. I gladly gave up my independence for this.

      I’ve been yanked away from my support network, all because of Ansell.

      I’m in tears when I finally emerge from the room. I pause to compose myself, trying to think of what my next steps are, when the elevator dings.

      I step back, heart racing, eyes wide.

      The doors slide open. Ansell steps forward, looking at the floor, and pauses when he spots me.

      Confusion flits across his face, there and gone again in seconds.

      “Pearce.” He tilts his head and glances at the bag on my shoulder. There’s almost nothing in his eyes, but I know that disapproval. I know what he’s thinking right now. “You’re packed.”

      “I’m sorry, Ansell. I have to—” I don’t know what to say right now. Should I confront him? Scream in his face? “I have to go.”

      Run away. That’s the right move. Run away and survive.

      “Where?”

      I step past him and toward the elevator, but he grabs my wrist. I yelp softly as he pulls me back and I try to yank free but he’s too strong. The elevator doors close and I’m left standing in front of them shivering and shaking, his hands like cold manacles on my skin. This isn’t the man I thought I knew.

      I say, “I’m going home, back to my apartment. I need space.”

      His face tightens. I’m not sure what that look means, but the fact that he’s giving me any expression at all is a miracle. Could I have it all wrong? Was it true when he told me I make him feel for the first time in a long time?

      No, I have to be strong. I can’t let him sway me right now, not until I’ve had time to think.

      “What happened?” His tone is sharp. “What did William do?”

      “It wasn’t William.” I look to the elevator call button. “Please, let me go. I just want some time to myself.”

      “Pearce.” He’s struggling with himself. I can see it in his eyes and it kills me. “Tell me why. What happened? You know I can’t let you leave here, not when it’s so dangerous out there.”

      “You can’t keep me locked up. You don’t own me.”

      His jaw works. “I do own you.”

      “You’re just a guy, okay? You’re just my boss. You never should’ve gotten involved in all this from the start, but you did anyway. Why did you help me that night, Ansell? Did you know I was getting those emails while I gave you that Pride presentation?”

      He looks confused and steps back, releasing me. “I didn’t know that. What are you talking about?”

      “Liar. You knew.” I glare at him and slam the call button. He seems bewildered and my resolve threatens to slip, but I remind myself why I’m doing this. He knew, he’s the Ice King, don’t be stupid. “You knew the whole time, from the very start. Was all this just to get back at the Crawfords? Is that why you’re using me?”

      “Pearce, I don’t know what you were told, but—”

      “I know who sent the emails, okay? I know who did it. You can stop pretending.”

      He stares at me for several long moments. I think I catch a dozen micro-expressions: sorrow, anger, confusion, longing. They mix and mingle and I’m not sure what he’s really experiencing, or if this is like everything else, barely passing through the shell he has wrapped around him.

      “I don’t know what happened or what you think, but you’re wrong about my involvement in those emails. I don’t know who sent them. Tell me what you’re talking about. Tell me what happened.”

      The elevator dings and the doors slide open. I duck inside, waiting for him to reach out and grab me, but he doesn’t follow.

      He stands there staring with the slightest frown and coming from him, it’s like he’s screaming in agony.

      “Baptist sent the emails,” I say, meeting his eye, and it’s so painful I think I might be sick. I hate hurting him like this. I hate running away but I can’t stay here, not right now. “And I think you knew it.”

      The doors slide shut.

      I think I hear my name, but it’s swallowed by the silence as the elevator goes down, shuttling me away from him.

      I have to pause outside to cry. I find a quiet street around the corner from his building’s entrance and curl up on the ground. I keep thinking he’ll chase after me, but he doesn’t. That’s okay—he doesn’t owe me anything, and I don’t want him to.

      Right now, I think if he appeared around that corner, I’d throw myself into his arms and beg him to make everything okay, but that’s silly and weak, and I can’t let myself succumb to weakness.

      Once I’m done sobbing, I wipe my face and stand up straight. I need to get back to my apartment, lock the door, clean myself up, and figure out my next moves. But as I pull out my phone to order an Uber, it starts to buzz with a call from my father.

      I stare at the screen and slowly raise it to my ear.

      “Hello?”

      “Hello, Marie. How are you?”

      I clear my throat. “I’m fine, Dad. Why are you calling me?”

      “I wanted to check up on my daughter. Is that so crazy?”

      I laugh once, bitter and awful. “Yes, it’s crazy, considering you decided to throw in with the people that want to destroy me.”

      “It’s just business, honey. Don’t get upset.”

      “What do you want?”

      He’s quiet for a moment. Then: “I heard you spoke with William.”

      I sigh and lean back against the wall of Ansell’s building. The alley is empty and dark and I’m tempted to lie down on the ground, close my eyes, and sleep right here.

      “That was a stupid mistake.”

      “Yes, maybe, but Magnus seems impressed by the attempt.”

      “Attempt at what?”

      “To patch things over. I’m told you tried to negotiate with William but he wasn’t exactly looking to compromise.”

      “How do you know all this?”

      “We have our sources.” Another short hesitation. “Heiko was listening in.”

      I groan and laugh again. God, these fucking people. “That sounds about right. Is he listening in right now?”

      “Of course not.”

      “Hello, Heiko, if you’re here.”

      “Stop it, Marie. I’m only saying that Magnus believes you can be reasonable and I agree with him. Why don’t you come sit down with me and Magnus and maybe we can hash things out? Find a solution that works for everyone?”

      I stare up at the sky. It’s dark and the stars aren’t visible thanks to the city’s light pollution. The moon’s up there, somewhere, blocked by buildings. Each light in every window is a life and a person, an entire world happening in a tiny microcosm. It’s hard to imagine all these people, going through their days, thinking they’re doing the right thing. When really, we’re all groping around blindly, hoping for the best.

      Or like me, tumbling through the darkness.

      “What kind of solution?”

      “It might involve an apology. It might involve a public appearance. Heck, maybe we could get the engagement back on track—”

      “No, absolutely not.”

      “Okay, okay, that’s fine. I’m just saying, there are options. Why don’t you come home, honey? We can figure this out.”

      Home. I could go home. Back to my father’s house and the comfort of my own bedroom, my own blankets and sheets. Growing up with my father wasn’t easy, but it was still my childhood, and there are good memories sprinkled in among all the bad.

      I should get up and get that Uber. I should go to my apartment, lock the door, and figure out what I’m going to do once my head’s clear. But all I can think about is the pain in Ansell’s expression as I took the elevator down, and that confirms everything for me.

      He knew and now he’s upset that I ruined his game.

      “Okay, Dad,” I say softly, resigned, beaten down, finally broken. “You win. I’ll come home.”

      “That’s great news, honey, really great news. I’ll tell Magnus.”

      “Can you send a car? I’ll give you my location.”

      “Of course, I’ll have someone leave right away.”

      “And no meetings tonight. Give me a day to get myself straight, okay?”

      “Whatever you want, honey. You’re making a good choice right now. I’m proud of you.” Dad hangs up the phone and I sit there staring at the concrete.

      What the hell am I doing? Going home to my father is the last thing I should do, and yet home feels safe right now. Home feels like my only real choice.

      Home, with my father. He can tell me what to do. He can get me out of this nightmare if anyone can.

      I send him my location and feel myself die inside.
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      I find Baptist in his favorite bar. It’s a dive two doors down from his row home, a corner spot with peeling laminate chairs, ancient wood-paneled walls, and too many TVs all playing sports. He’s sipping a beer and watching a baseball game while an old lady, wrinkled and skinny like a peeling lizard, puffs on a long cigarette despite the indoor smoking ban.

      I slip into the chair beside him. He glances at me, frowns slightly, and nods. “Ansell.”

      I rarely come here. This is like his sacred home away from everything and I try to respect his boundaries, but right now I’m too angry to wait.

      “Baptist. I still don’t know what you see in this place.”

      “It’s convenient.”

      “There are half a dozen better spots within a two-minute walk. Why here?”

      He chuckles and sips his beer. I ask the bartender for whiskey neat, top shelf. It’ll still be trash but that’s all right. The glass arrives and I take a sip.

      My stomach warms with the alcohol. Drinking is a bad idea right now. I’m unstable, liable to violence, and I want to lash out at someone. Drinking might only make me break down that much faster and harder.

      “It reminds me of a spot my dad used to go to back when we lived in Glenside. It was a real beat-up local dive located right next to the Belwick, you know, that theater my family used to own. Everyone would go there after the shows and my dad would bring me, even when I was little. My mom always complained, but those nights stuck with me all these years. I like remembering them.” He smiles a bit and sips his drink.

      Sentimental. I can’t relate to that.

      My own childhood is a blur, but what I do remember is like a leviathan down beneath the surface, lurking and waiting to trap me and devour me. I’ve erected barriers and walled myself off to keep the truth of what happened to me from ever surfacing, but now I wonder if it’s coming back to haunt me, whether I like it or not.

      “Marie left earlier.”

      Baptist leans back in surprise. “What do you mean, she left?”

      “She packed a bag and left. She’s not at her apartment. I don’t know where she went and it’s taking all my self-control not to rip the city to pieces right now searching for her.”

      “Shit,” he says, sitting up straight. “I can get some people on it. Maybe Heiko grabbed her, or maybe—” He pauses, frowning as I keep staring at him. “Why aren’t you more upset?”

      “I’m upset. I’m very upset.” I say the words but I don’t know if they’re true. Something is moving inside of me, something deep and dark, something hidden. It’s like a dragon slowly churning in the fiery pit of a volcano, and I don’t know if I can control it.

      “What happened?” He looks nervous, glancing sideways. The old lizard behind him releases a long plume of smoke.

      I stand and walk to her side. Baptist stares at me in naked shock and the woman glances up, frowning. “Can I help you, kiddo?” she croaks.

      “Put out the cigarette.”

      She takes a drag. “Nah.”

      The bartender laughs.

      I lean forward, getting in her face. I never do shit like this. I never release my emotions in public, much less take it out on old women, but I can’t help it right now. I’m spiraling too fast. “Put it out or I will stub it down on your leathery skin, you emaciated swamp creature.”

      She stares back at me with her dumb mouth hanging open and nobody moves until slowly the woman puts the cigarette out. “Asshole,” she grumbles.

      I turn to Baptist. I can feel the whole bar staring and I know they’re all about to riot. Yes, that old witch shouldn’t be smoking inside, but I also shouldn’t treat her like that. I’m cracking the fuck up right now.

      “Outside,” I say, and Baptist stands up.

      He follows me to the door. I step out into the evening air. People mill around on the sidewalk, wandering with their dogs, sitting on stoops, hurrying somewhere important. I turn to Baptist, barely able to contain my rage.

      “What’s this all about, Ansell? Since when did you flip out on strangers like that?” He’s pale now, worried. The fucker knows. He fucking knows.

      “You wrote the emails to Marie, didn’t you?”

      The words feel like sludge leaving my mouth. Anger and pain roll through me like twin monsoons threatening to break me to pieces. Why would he do this to me, the bastard? After everything?

      His mouth opens. He looks like he wants to deny it but his jaw clicks shut. His expression hardens, and that sharp look in his eye gleams into the darkness.

      This is the Baptist I know. He comes off so kind and charming when really he’s a monster lurking in the darkness. There’s a reason we get along so well. I’m broken and unfeeling, and he feels too much—too many bad things and they’re all barely controlled. His lips curl in contempt as he crosses his arms.

      “How’d you figure it out?”

      “Marie told me. I don’t know how she found out, but if I had to guess, Bella Baby did her job and then some.”

      Baptist grunts. “I was against you bringing that one on board. I knew she’d dredge something up.”

      “Why?”

      One word. So much importance. Baptist tilts his head, watching me.

      “For so many years, we’ve refused to ask that question. You know that, right? We’ve done so much bad shit, Ansell, but we never ask why. We only accept what happened and move on. Why are you breaking the deal now?”

      “This is different. Why did you follow William Crawford? Why did you email Marie those pictures?”

      “I told you not to get involved with her. I said it over and over. I didn’t want you sucked into this mess. That was never my intention.”

      “Why?” I snarl and step forward. My anger must surprise him, because he moves back, keeping space between us.

      “I don’t owe you an explanation.” But his voice is weak. I sense his discomfort. He still thinks of me as the Ice King and I can’t blame him. For all these years, my emotions have been buried down deep.

      But that’s not me anymore.

      Marie woke something up. It’s been growing and growing, getting hotter and larger, and now it’s beginning to take over me, all these feelings, all these wants and needs, this sadness and anger. I’ve kept myself aloof, held at bay for so long, and now it’s like a lightning storm rages beneath my skin.

      He has no clue it’s happening, but he will.

      “Maybe you don’t, but you’ll give me one anyway if you want to walk away from this encounter without a mouth full of blood and broken teeth.”

      He laughs sharply, never taking his eyes from me. “Listen to you. Since when did you threaten like that? You’re shaking, Ansell. Don’t tell me you’re feeling something.”

      I clench my jaw shut. He’s right, I’m out of control. Too many emotions are swirling and I don’t know how to shut them down. I never had to do this before, but now suddenly I’m feeling everything so intensely, and I’m not sure if I can make it stop long enough to survive beating my best friend into an ugly, bloody pulp. My nerves are raw and my skin feels like it’s flayed open.

      “Tell me why.” I whisper the words. I don’t trust my voice not to break.

      He takes a deep breath and releases it. Uncertainty appears in his eyes and he relaxes his posture slightly as he turns toward the street. “It was never about Marie.”

      “Who was it about?”

      “William. His father. The whole fucking Crawford family.” Baptist takes a deep breath. His hands curl into fists and relax, over and over, like a flower searching for the sun. “You know how I feel about them.”

      “I do. You despise those bastards. I always assumed you had a reason, but we don’t ask. That’s part of our deal, right?”

      “Right.” He nods once. “The emails weren’t meant to hurt Marie, only to show her the truth about her fiancé. I wanted her to break things off with William, not torch him in public, although I’ll admit I enjoyed Baby’s article. I hate William and I despise his father, and I want that family to suffer more than I’ve ever wanted anything before in my life.”

      “Why?” I ask it again with force. I’m so beyond myself now that I can’t help it.

      Baptist doesn’t glance over. He keeps staring into the street. “When I was first born, my father bought the Belwick on the cheap back when Glenside hadn’t been developed much. It was this old vaudeville theater and was basically not much more than a stage, some lighting, and a bunch of crumbling and moldy seats. He renovated it with his own bare hands, he brought in the acts, he made that place shine. Before him, it was nothing, but afterward the entire structure had life again. Those were really happy days and it’s hard to understand just how much they mean to me now, growing up in that place. I’d stand backstage and watch the different acts night after night with him, and we’d go to that bar afterward together and he’d introduce me to the singers and the musicians and the comedians. I loved that place so much and it was my father’s entire world. The stage, the seats, the crowd, it was all home to me, and Magnus Crawford ripped it away.”

      I let that sink in. I knew his father owned the Belwick for many years and sold it to the Crawfords, but I didn’t know it’d created such an intense hatred. I was never given any details of the deal and assumed it was mutually beneficial. Usually in those circumstances, attendance is declining, revenues are falling, and the owner decides to sell rather than trying to turn things around.

      “Your father must’ve had his reasons for selling.”

      “He felt trapped. The Crawfords were moving into the area and buying up every local stage they could get their hands on. They were even buying movie theaters in some places and renovating and modernizing them. They were slowly siphoning business away from my father and year after year, more and more acts began to skip my father’s theater entirely. At this point, the Belwick wasn’t what it was during my childhood, and my father was getting older, and the Crawfords came to him with their money and their promises, and they suckered him into signing. They stole his business then bought the dregs, just like they did to a dozen other regional theater owners all over the country. Worse than that, they made a bunch of promises they didn’t put down in writing. They told him they wouldn’t change anything about the facade. They promised they wouldn’t remove the original details and they wouldn’t change the name. They made a thousand little assurances, and my father believed them.

      “He got paid and my parents retired on that money, but everything the Crawfords swore they’d never do, they immediately turned around and did without a second thought. They ripped out original details from the vaudeville days, raised ticket prices, pushed out local vendors, demanded better acts. It revitalized the Belwick, but now that place is like every other generic theater in the country, profitable but soulless, and my father was never the same afterwards. I hate the Crawfords for making him feel like he had to sell and for taking away the only thing he ever cared about, the only thing that really made him feel worth a damn. He watched his theater change, and I think it broke something inside of him. He hasn’t been the same since.”

      Baptist goes quiet. I can only guess at what it must feel like watching a piece of your childhood get ripped away and turned into something you despise. There’s nothing from my own childhood that I miss, and only bad memories haunt me now, that empty room, those long, quiet days alone in the darkness, the hum of the air conditioning unit outside the blacked-out window.

      I take a beat to digest. Cars roll past. Baptist leans up against a light pole and crosses his arms, still not looking at me. He doesn’t think I’ll understand, but there’s a part of me that knows what it’s like to have something good and watch it turn to shit.

      “You wanted revenge,” I say and he nods once, still not turning over. “You wanted to hurt them. It wasn’t about Marie.”

      “She could’ve been anyone. I had no clue you’d get involved with her.” He glances over and sighs. “For what it’s worth, I’m sorry.”

      “You should’ve told me from the start.”

      “That’s not what we do.”

      I smile slightly. He seems startled, but doesn’t comment on it. “I would’ve done the same thing in your position.”

      “Which means you’re not angry with me?”

      I shake my head slowly. “I’m fucking furious, Baptist. I’m furious with you and with the Crawfords. I’m furious with Marie for not listening to me and I’m furious with myself. I have so much damn fury inside of me that I don’t know what to do with it.”

      He studies me, softening slightly, and pushes off the light pole. “You’re serious, huh? This girl’s really making you feel something? I’ve got to admit, in all the years I’ve known you, I never thought I’d see the day. I gave up on you turning into a real human being.”

      “It’s not like that. I’m not becoming like—” I hesitate, jaw working. “I’m still not normal. But there are new sensations I’ve never known before and I’m struggling to define myself in relation to them.”

      “I wish I could help.”

      “You can.” I step closer to him. “Find Marie. Bring her back. Make her understand that what happened was your doing and yours alone, that I wasn’t involved. She’s convinced I knew about it.”

      “Ah, shit. I can see that.”

      “She doesn’t know about our arrangement.”

      “Any guesses on where she went?”

      “Her apartment. Back to her father’s place. Check with Bella Baby, she might know. Do whatever you have to, but find her and make her understand.”

      “I will. I owe you that much.” He hesitates, glancing back toward the bar. “What are you going to do about William and Magnus?”

      “I haven’t decided yet. I might kill William and run with Marie to a non-extradition country.”

      “That probably won’t go over well.”

      “I’ll come up with a backup plan.”

      He laughs softly and I turn away. I’m still seething but I’m holding myself back. Baptist is my best friend, but I can’t blame him for not realizing the depths of my feelings for Marie. He never meant to hurt me and did try to keep me out of this situation from the start. As much as I want to take this rage out on him, he’s not my enemy.

      The Crawford family is, and I wasn’t joking when I said I might kill William.

      If that’s what it’ll take to end this, then I’m willing to get blood on my hands.
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      My old bedroom is just like I left it.

      The early morning sunlight slants through the windows. As soon as I got home last night, I came in here, got under the covers, and fell into a dark, dreamless sleep. That’s the only comfort I have right now, quiet and darkness.

      I feel sick and exhausted and like the sunlight is trying to burrow under my skin and burn me from the inside out. Everything hurts, everything’s awful, and I don’t want to roll out of bed and face the day.

      Dad didn’t bother me when I showed up last night. He’s smart enough to give me space, at least for a little while until I’ve figured out what I’m going to do. I feel wounded and I need time to start healing before I face the mess of my life and let him start untangling all the threads.

      Dad will do it gleefully. He’ll tell me exactly what to do and say and if I follow all his advice, I just might walk away from this with minimal scars and a future ahead of me. It’ll be a future prescribed and controlled by my family and the Crawfords, but it’ll be something at least.

      Or I can refuse everything and stay in this bed forever.

      That’s not really feasible. With a sigh, I sit up and grab my phone. There are a few missed calls and a text from Bella Baby that makes my heart start racing: Baptist is here looking for you. MARIE! What do I tell him?

      That arrived only ten minutes ago.

      I text her back. Tell him nothing. Are you okay??

      I’m fine. He hung around for a little bit then left. I guess you confronted Ansell.

      I chew on my lip. Sorry, Baby. I didn’t know they’d come bother you.

      Don’t worry about it, girl. I can handle a guy like Baptist, she sends back, plus several winking and heart emojis.

      I smile to myself. I’m home with my dad right now. I don’t know what I’m doing back here but I couldn’t face the city, you know?

      Do what you gotta go. I’m on your team.

      I toss my phone aside and stretch before I get up and get dressed. As I pull on clothes and start thinking about heading downstairs, I hear a car door slam nearby down in the driveway.

      I freeze. My father’s house is in Mt. Airy, set back away from the street, with lots of space between us and the neighbors. If there’s a car nearby, it’s likely parked right out front.

      I creep to the window. I’m in the corner room facing the front of the house. I peer down and nearly scream with terror.

      Down in the driveway is a black SUV with tinted windows. Magnus and William stand near the front bumper talking quietly to each other, and it looks like they’re arguing. Magnus grabs William by the back of the neck and shakes him, whispering something harsh in his son’s ear. William slumps and nods, his entire body language screaming submission and fear. Magnus finally releases him, and the pair turn to the house.

      They’re here for me.

      I don’t have time to think. I grab my phone and my bag and look around wildly.

      Last night, I was willing to give my father and the Crawfords a chance to fix this. I was ready to do whatever Dad told me to do if it meant moving on with my life. Ansell betrayed me, Pride has a new manager by now, and it’s like the entire world is out to get me. The Crawford trolls are ruining my reputation online and I basically have no friends left, except for Blair at work and Baby, but they can’t help me right now.

      I’m lost and alone and the prospect of facing Magnus and William is too terrible and daunting.

      If Dad had asked me about this first, I might’ve pushed it off, but eventually I would’ve given in. Instead, he’s doing what he always does and he’s ambushing me with the Crawfords. He’s forcing me to do what he wants instead of giving me the choice, and that’s what freaks me out the most.

      He doesn’t care if I want to listen or not. He only cares that I obey.

      It’s like I’m waking up from a nightmare.

      This was extremely stupid. I never should’ve come back here. I’m mortified and angry and confused, and right now I need to focus on getting the hell out of here. I hoped I’d have time to talk things over with my father before being thrown right into the hell of seeing Magnus and William, but clearly, I was wrong. I gave my father much too much credit, and now it’s time to run.

      I slip into the hallway. I hear voices downstairs. My father greeting them, exchanging pleasantries. I can’t make out details, but it doesn’t matter. I sneak down the hall to the back staircase. This house was built a long time ago, back when servants were still a thing, and I take the narrow passage down toward the kitchen, being careful to step over the squeaky landing and to pause at the very bottom, listening intently.

      “…be down shortly,” my father’s saying. “She called me up last night. I’m guessing something happened between her and Ansell Drake.”

      “That Drake man is a piece of work,” Magnus says. “Can you imagine, Geoffrey? Your daughter with a monster like Drake?”

      “Over my dead body.” Dad sounds genuinely angry, and I wonder if he cares because I’m his daughter or because Drake isn’t well-bred enough for his taste.

      “That could probably be arranged by him and his thugs,” Magnus says and all three men laugh.

      “I wouldn’t be surprised if Ansell sent those emails and had me followed to begin with,” William says, sounding angry. “Drake really is a piece of work.”

      “He’s cold, but he’s not stupid. No, Drake had nothing to do with all this, except for putting his nose in something he shouldn’t have. His assistant, though… Baptist dislikes me for very personal reasons.”

      William laughs loudly. “Father ruined his little family business and stole it out from under them. It really was a masterful move.”

      “Thank you, son.” Magnus chuckles and the conversation moves on to how they’re going to convince me to get back into my engagement with William. I feel like I might be sick as I turn from the door that leads into the dining room and step deeper into the kitchen.

      A man chopping vegetables at the kitchen island stares at me with wide eyes.

      I stare back, freezing. I’m stuck between running and lying down and dying. I don’t recognize him, but he’s dressed in catering clothes, and he’s got ingredients for a big breakfast spread out around him. I’m guessing Dad hired him to cook for Magnus and William and me, something nice while we discuss trapping me in a loveless marriage for their own business gain. The terror of being forced to get back with William, the humiliation that would follow, and the banal mundanity of eating omelets nearly breaks me.

      Instead, I slowly raise a finger to my lips. Please, I mouth to the guy.

      He frowns and shrugs and goes back to chopping.

      I take that as my signal. I hurry through the kitchen and to the back door. I pause, listening in case anyone’s outside, then slip through the back yard, around the side, and onto the driveway. The Crawford driver is leaning against the bumper, smoking a cigarette, and I have to take the long way around the garage and along the tree line before looping back to the driveway and following it to the road.

      Once there, I stand and stare from one direction to the next, wondering what the hell I’m going to do.

      Slowly, I take out my phone, and raise it to my ear. It rings and rings and finally, Baby answers.

      “Hey, Marie, are you okay?”

      “When did Baptist leave?”

      She hesitates. “Uh, a few minutes ago. Why?”

      “Can you get him for me? I want to talk.”

      “Look, Marie, sweetie, if this is about Ansell—”

      “Please, Baby. Just let him know I want to talk. Tell him to meet me out front of Eastern State Penitentiary.”

      “The old prison on Fairmount? Why there?”

      “I’m feeling symbolic. Can you do it?”

      “Sure, Marie, I’ll do it. But why don’t you call Ansell? Baptist seemed to think you two need to talk.”

      “I’ll talk to Ansell when I’m ready. Thanks for being such a good friend, Baby.” I hang up the phone and start walking, my head racing.

      Magnus doesn’t think Ansell had anything to do with the pictures and he even mentioned Baptist by name. Apparently, Baptist has a direct connection to Magnus and has reason to dislike the family, personal reasons that have nothing to do with Ansell.

      Could I have been wrong? This whole time, could I have been totally wrong?

      I’m trying to come to grips with what that might mean.

      If Ansell had nothing to do with the emails then I ran out on him for no reason and everything he said was true. He’s starting to feel again, and it’s all because of me.

      But I can’t be sure. Right now, all I have is the word of that awful man Magnus and the sneering laughter of his equally terrible son echoing in my brain. I need to talk to Baptist first, before I talk to Ansell, because I’m not sure what I’ll do if I see Ansell again.

      I might give in and do whatever he wants, but I have to be sure first.

      Once I’m far enough away from home, I order an Uber and ignore the increasingly frantic calls and texts from my father.
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      Eastern State Penitentiary is an old prison right in the heart of the Fairmount section of Philadelphia. It’s several blocks long and several blocks deep, with huge, pitted, ancient stone walls, like a fortress from medieval times. Back when it was still in use, Fairmount was the furthest edges of the city, but now it’s been swallowed by the urban sprawl. The prison’s shut down these days. It’s most famous for housing Al Capone, and the tours on Halloween are supposed to be fantastic.

      Baptist is there before I arrive. He’s leaning against the walls with his arms crossed, frowning around the area as tourists wander past, gawking up at the prison. It really is a sight, and for a second I slow down and look at the guard towers, at the stones, and wonder how many men moved through that place, how many lived their last days locked up inside. I let out a breath—I really am getting melancholy.

      Time to put myself back together.

      I approach and wave as I get near. Baptist nods at me and pushes off the wall, standing with his arms crossed over his chest, looking uncertain.

      “I’m glad you came,” he says, head tilted. “I wasn’t sure you would.”

      “I want to talk to you.”

      “Where have you been? Ansell’s worried, you know. Baby told me you know about the emails.”

      I grimace, but of course she did. I didn’t ask her to keep that to herself. “I went home with my dad.”

      He seems taken aback. “Why would you do that? After everything Ansell did to keep you from him?”

      “It was stupid and emotional, okay? I don’t need a lecture from you of all people.”

      He winces and nods. “All right, that’s fair.”

      I step forward. I curl my hands into fists, heart racing, and look him in the eye.

      “Did Ansell know you were following William? Did he know you sent those emails?”

      “No,” he says softly, shaking his head. “I swear, Marie, Ansell had no clue.”

      I let that sink in. I close my eyes and take a couple deep breaths, trying to steady myself, but I feel like such a fool.

      I should’ve listened when he said he had nothing to do with it. We could’ve worked this out together, and instead I added needless steps and worthless pain to the whole process. Worst of all, I don’t know if Ansel will even see me again, not after the way I treated him.

      I wouldn’t blame him if he told me to get lost.

      “I believe you,” I say, opening my eyes again. “I overheard Magnus talking to my father this morning. He mentioned you have a grudge against him and his family.”

      Baptist laughs softly and starts to walk. I fall in beside him, and we follow along the perimeter for the prison together. He tells me the story of his father and the theater, and as he finishes, I can completely understand why he did what he did.

      “I tried to keep Ansell from getting involved with you. That was never meant to be part of it. All I wanted to do was show you that William is a cheating asshole so you could walk away from that nightmare of a family and not get wrapped up in their bullshit.”

      “You didn’t see the whole Bella Baby articles coming then, did you?”

      He grins, shaking his head. “Not at all, but I’ll admit, I loved it.”

      “I’m sure you did. It embarrassed the hell out of the Crawfords.”

      “Made them look like idiots.”

      “William’s never going to fully recover.”

      He sighs and puts a hand over his heart. “I hope you’re right.”

      I smile slightly and shade my eyes as we come around the corner and start toward the other side. The walls loom, big and stone, and sweat rolls down my back. I have a hundred other questions to ask him, about the theaters and his family and the Crawfords, but only one thing is important to me right now.

      “How angry is Ansell?”

      He chews on that for a moment. My heart’s a stuttering wreck. I’m terrified that I screwed everything up already and Ansell’s going to refuse to see me. If that happens, I can’t blame him—I wouldn’t want to see me, either. Not after what happened.

      “He’s hurt,” Baptist says, which is actually worse. “I didn’t know he could be hurt, but he is.”

      “Shit,” I whisper, staring down at the ground. “I really messed up.”

      “Look, you made an honest mistake. You assumed that nothing happens around Ansell without him knowing, and normally, you’d be right. But he and I have a sort of agreement going, or at least we used to. It was a code of silence of sorts. We both have our secrets and we don’t ask about them, and that way we get along just fine.”

      “The Crawfords and your email, were they your secrets? Or did Ansell know you had a grudge against that family?”

      Baptist sighs and shakes his head. “He knew I didn’t like them, but he didn’t know why and how much. We talked about it yesterday and we’re all good now, but you should’ve seen him. I didn’t know he could get so angry.”

      “Shit, I’m sorry. This is all my fault.”

      “It’s really not.” He peers a me sideways. “You’ve really been fucked over through this whole thing, you know that? From the very start, it’s like everyone’s done their best to really screw you hard.”

      I smile a bit. “Feels that way.”

      “Seriously. From William on down. You didn’t do yourself any favors going with the nuclear option when you sent those emails to Baby, but still. Everyone’s acting like you’re this monster causing all this drama, when really the real assholes here are William and his father. You did nothing but tell the truth.”

      “They don’t see it that way.”

      “No, they wouldn’t. But I do and Ansell does.”

      I chew my lip and let it sink in. I have to admit, it feels good to hear. I’ve felt like I’m toxic lately, like I’m leaking radioactive materials and everyone around me is getting sick and dying because I’m so poisonous. If it’s not me, but it’s the people that want to hurt me, then maybe I really can have a future—if Ansell is willing to forgive my stupidity.

      I stop walking and face the prison. Baptist stands a few feet away, watching me. I stare up at the very top and let out a long breath, shaking my head, letting my hair sway back and forth against my shoulders.

      “Be honest with me. What should I do here?”

      “What do you want to do?”

      “There’s a part of me that wants to run away. I want to hide my head in the sand and pretend like none of this ever happened.”

      Baptist is quiet for a moment. “You want to abandon Pride? And Ansell?”

      “I don’t want to abandon anyone, it’s just that—”

      “If you run now, that’s what you’d be doing. I don’t know what you were thinking when you got involved with Ansell, but whatever’s happening with him is very real. That man is experiencing something he’s never gone through before and I think he’s having a really hard time. He needs you, Marie.”

      I close my eyes. Tears run down my cheeks and I nod. “I need him too.”

      “Then go talk to him. I know he wants to see you.”

      “He’s not angry?”

      “Confused, I think. Angry with me. He’s not sure why you’d assume the worst about him.”

      “I’m an idiot.”

      “Tell him that. He cares about you, Marie. And it’s obvious you care about him, too.”

      “I really do.”

      “Then talk to him. Work it out. Hell, maybe you two crazy kids can be happy together.”

      “Not if the Crawfords have anything to do with it.”

      He laughs and takes out his phone. “I’ll tell Ansell you’re on the way. Should he send a car?”

      “Tell it to meet me out front. Do you mind if I finish walking around alone?”

      “Not at all.” He hesitates and smiles. “For what it’s worth, I’m sorry. I never really thought about you when I started following William and gathering proof of his infidelity. I knew you’d be unhappy about it, but I guess I never imagined it would hurt you so badly.”

      “Don’t be sorry. I’m glad you did it. William would’ve kept on cheating our entire marriage and it would’ve been hell. I’m happy you sent that email even if it hurt.”

      “Happy to be of service then.” He flashes me another grin before raising the phone to his ear. “Good luck, Marie. I’m rooting for you both.”

      “Thanks, Baptist.”

      As he makes the call, I turn and walk off, strolling slowly and watching the ground, trying to think of what I’m going to say to Ansell to try to make everything okay again, even if it feels like I’m at my lowest.
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      I expected a big, black SUV to roll up and whisk me away to Ansell’s apartment. Instead, Ansell himself rolls down the window, sitting behind the driver’s seat.

      “You look like you need a ride,” he says and smiles.

      I open my mouth to say something—but can’t find the words.

      He’s smiling at me.

      Not some micro-expression. Not some tiny, quickly there-then-not emotional gesture, but an actual, honest smile. He’s grinning like he’s the happiest man alive and I can hardly believe what I’m seeing. That’s Ansell, and he’s showing actual emotion, and I don’t know how to process it at all.

      “Get in,” he says, waving me on, and that breaks my spell.

      I climb into the passenger side and he drives off. “Thanks for coming to get me, but you could’ve sent someone else, you know.”

      He shakes his head, still smiling slightly. He looks ten years younger with that constant frown.

      “I needed to do this myself.”

      “Where are we going?”

      “There’s something I want to show you.”

      I chew my lip. “Ansell, I talked to Baptist—”

      “Wait. Just wait. We can talk about everything soon, but first, let’s sit in silence for a little while, okay? I want you to see this place first, then we’ll talk. Can we do that?”

      I want to argue. I want to apologize and beg for his forgiveness. I want him to understand how wrong I was about him and how awful I feel, and how I was at my worst but that doesn’t excuse anything, and how I don’t deserve him or anything at all, how I deserve to be miserable forever, but instead I only nod once. If he wants to do it this way, we’ll do it this way, I owe him that much at least.

      We leave the city. He drives along, skirting the Schuylkill along a major highway, before cutting back onto the Turnpike. We take that east and get off at a suburb about twenty minutes outside of the city, a little place called Ardsley.

      It’s a cute area. Small houses packed close together. Tiny yards, most of them well kept, some of them crumbling. He leads me through a meandering neighborhood, densely packed, the structures built practically on top of each other and all of them different. He reaches a dead end that juts up against a wooded area and slows to a stop outside of a single-family home with a white stucco front and red shutters.

      “I grew up in this house,” he says softly and I stare at him in surprise. He never talks about his past, not once since I met him, even though I’ve asked questions. All he ever said was he had a hard upbringing and prefers not to remember it.

      “I didn’t know that.”

      He smiles and glances at me. “Because I didn’t tell you. I don’t tell anyone about this place.” He glances back at the house and his smile fades away. “It’s a lot nicer now. Whoever bought it after we left must’ve put a lot of work into it because when I lived here, it was a piece of shit.”

      “Really? Did you live here long?”

      “Years.” He’s quiet then, staring at the door. “My mom was a sex worker back before she had me. One of her clients is my father, but I don’t know who he is or where he’s at now. She never talked about him and I’m not sure she ever knew. She got pregnant with me and quit sex work after I was born, but it was a struggle. She was homeless for a while when I was young, but I don’t remember it. She worked a bunch of dead-end jobs until she could afford to rent this place here.” He goes quiet, staring.

      I try to imagine what it must’ve been like growing up with a single mom, struggling through poverty, a former sex worker struggling to make ends meet. It sounds horrifying and I understand why he doesn’t want to talk about it, but this seems like a nice neighborhood, low-middle-class, but still comfortable. The way he’s staring at that door suggests it haunts him, whatever’s inside.

      “My mother wasn’t good at taking care of me. She loved me, but she didn’t know any better. When I got older, she started locking me in my room with food and water while she went to work because she couldn’t afford childcare. I’d be left alone in the room with toys and books, nowhere for me to go potty, only enough food and water for the afternoon, and I’d be expected to survive. I remember those days plainly, the hours and hours of quiet monotony, nobody talking to me, seeing nothing. Day after day of that room, the same thing every day. I began to make things up, you know, like kids do. Imaginary friends, stories, that sort of shit. One day, I drew on the wall with crayons, and my mother hit me so hard my nose started bleeding. I was four years old. I didn’t use crayons ever again. Still hate the smell of them.”

      He closes his eyes. I sit there in mute horror, trying to imagine what a little four-year-old boy might do locked in a single room all day long, too old to wear diapers, too young to understand how to get out. The bathroom aside, it must’ve been a nightmare, a horrifying, never-ending hellscape.

      “That room shaped me,” he says through clenched teeth. “That quiet turned me into what I am today. I learned how to control myself in that room. She kept me in it for two years, from three to five, two years of daily torture, until she finally enrolled me in school. But it was too late by then.

      “I didn’t fit in with the other kids. I was bullied relentlessly. Teachers tried to diagnose me with autism, with all different things, but my mother wouldn’t let them treat me. I was a walking zombie, barely conscious, barely able to do much more than follow along and perform rudimentary tasks. It took years before I finally was able to interact like a person, but I’ve never had emotions the way normal people do. I left them behind in that room.”

      “I’m so sorry, Ansell,” I whisper, blinking back my tears. I can’t begin to imagine the suffering he must’ve gone through and still deals with to this day. “That’s horrible.”

      “That room is why I am what I am. My mother didn’t mean to ruin me but the scars are still there and I never thought that they’d heal. After all this time, I figured I was ruined, until I met you.” He turns to me then and I stare into his eyes. They’re so filled with emotion that it’s startling. It’s like years and years of his repressed desires and needs and hate and sadness are coming to the surface, and it’s almost overwhelming, how much he’s feeling. He reaches out and takes my hand.

      “I shouldn’t have left you the way that I did. I should’ve believed you when you said you had nothing to do with the emails.”

      “You should have, but I understand why you didn’t.”

      “You’re not angry?”

      “Oh, Pearce. I’m angry. I feel everything right now. But most of all, I’m thankful, and I don’t want to risk losing you again.”

      “I’m not going anywhere.”

      He nods slowly and shifts closer. “Promise me.”

      “I swear. I won’t.”

      “Good. Because I’m not going to let you run away. Even if you want to, you’re mine now, Marie. You’re all mine.”

      I chew on my lip. Marie. Hearing my name from his lips is like heaven. It’s always been Pearce, Pearce, Pearce, but now? Marie. I want to scream with joy.

      “This doesn’t change anything though. We’re only back to square one, aren’t we?”

      “We are, but we’re going to finish this all today. I have an idea how we can convince Magnus to back down and drop this silly feud, but you have to trust me. Can you trust me?”

      “I trust you. Whatever you want to do, I’m willing.”

      He leans closer and snakes a hand into my hair. “I want all of you, Marie. I want every inch of you and I want to explore how far we can take this. Will you go there with me? Will you let me taste you and push your boundaries?”

      “Please,” I whisper, lips open.

      He kisses me softly, nibbling, before sliding his tongue into my mouth. I return his kiss with a deep, aching need, unlike anything I’ve felt before. This is Ansell, the real Ansell, the man that’s been hidden away all this time back from wherever he kept himself locked away. The poor little boy Ansell was ruined and abused and hurt, but now he’s waking up, now he’s escaping that room and finding something better.

      I kiss him deeply, passionately, until he finally lets me go, but he doesn’t pull away.

      “I love you, Marie. I want to be with you. I want to give you my ring, make you my wife, and put my children in your belly. I want a future with you.”

      “I love you too.” I blink back tears but I can’t stop as they begin to roll down my cheeks.

      He smiles at me, that amazing smile, and kisses them away, drinking them in and purring like he can’t get enough of the emotion.

      I laugh and we kiss again, and finally he puts the car in drive. With one last look back at the house, he pulls away, leaving it behind.

      “Where are we going now?” I ask as we navigate toward the city.

      “I’m thinking we’ll head to your father’s house and see what he has to say for himself.”

      My mouth drops open. “Ansell. Are you kidding me? Magnus and William were there. They still might be waiting.”

      “Let’s hope so.” His smile gets bigger, and I start to wonder if maybe it was better before he felt anything at all, because this new Ansell is terrifying.

      I take his hand and hold it as we drive.
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      After days of meticulous planning, I move my pieces into position.

      We park outside of Marie’s father’s house. I leave the engine idling and don’t move to get out. She looks awkward, frowning at the house, squinting at me, not sure what’s going on. I smile back at her and marvel at the breadth and detail of what I’m feeling: sadness, joy, nervousness, excitement.

      I’ve never experienced any of this before. Maybe when I was a child, back before that room broke something in me, but not in a very long time. I wonder what my mother would think of me. She used to call me a robot, used to scream at me, hit me, lash out when I wouldn’t show the emotions she expected, and that only made me burrow deeper and deeper.

      Mother’s gone now, but a part of me thinks she’d be happy to see her son feeling for the first time in years and years.

      I have complicated feelings for my mother. I didn’t fully understand them until now, and I’m not sure how I’m going to process them. In time, I’ll figure it out.

      I have so much to figure out.

      But first, I have more pressing concerns.

      “What are we waiting for?” Marie cranes her neck to look at the front door. “I think my dad’s home, but the Crawfords must have left already.”

      “They’ll be back.” I check my watch and nod to myself. “Baptist is on his way.”

      “Why’s he coming?”

      “I have a surprise for everyone and I think it’ll solve all our problems, but I need to warn you first. You’re about to find some things out about your family that you didn’t know until today.”

      Her eyes widen and she leans back away from me. “What are you talking about?”

      “Your father hasn’t been fully truthful with you about certain aspects of your life.” I hesitate, not sure how deep I need to go into this with her, and decide she needs at least some of this information before we go in there. Better to break it now than to blindside her in front of her father.

      “Are you about to tell me that I’m adopted?” Her face lights up. “That’d be amazing news.”

      “No, unfortunately, you’re not adopted. Your father is your father. So is your mother.”

      “Then what are you hiding?”

      I take a deep breath and try to envision the way she might react to this piece of news. It’s hard—feelings are all so new to me—but I can picture anger, sadness, confusion. I shift closer to her and take her hand between mine and slowly move my thumb in a circle along her knuckles.

      “Your father has another daughter. A half-daughter, a girl he kept close, but never acknowledged.”

      Her mouth drops open. “Are you joking?”

      “I’m not. I’ve had a dozen people looking into your father ever since we started all this, and we just found out about her recently. Ever since then, I’ve been pulling her deeper into our orbit under false pretexts, mostly just to keep her around in case I need to help her. But it turns out she can be extremely resourceful if given the opportunity.”

      She pulls away from me. Her jaw works, her eyes blink rapidly, and yes, I can tell that’s shock and confusion—but no anger, no sadness. That’s good at least.

      “You’re lying.”

      “I’m not lying. Do you know who I’m talking about?”

      She clears her throat and nods once. “Baby. You think Baby is my half-sister.”

      “I don’t think it, I know it for sure. Bella Baby was born six months after you to a woman your father began sleeping with the moment your mother got pregnant with you. He never admitted his parentage, but think about your relationship with Baby. She’s been around for a long time, hasn’t she?”

      I nod slowly. “I’ve known her since I was a little girl. We went to all the same schools together.”

      “Think about that. Where did Bella Baby get the money for elite private educations?”

      “My father.” She whispers the words and laughs awkwardly. “This is crazy. I should be so mad at him, but I’m weirdly excited. Baby is my sister.”

      “Half-sister.”

      “Whatever, she’s my sister. But does she know?”

      “As of two hours ago, yes, she knows.”

      “She didn’t tell me.”

      “I made her swear not to.”

      She leans back in her seat and stares out the front window, tugging at her hair. She doesn’t speak for several seconds before laughing again, shaking her head. “Is it crazy that I feel relieved? Like, I feel horrible for my mother, and I hate my father even more, but I’m really happy it’s Baby. I love that girl.”

      “She loves you too. Ah, speak of the devil.”

      A car pulls into the driveway behind us. Baptist is behind the wheel and Bella Baby is in the seat beside him. She looks uncomfortable, probably nervous to meet with her father and her half-sister, especially now that everyone knows the truth about each other. Baptist parks, kills the engine, and I do the same.

      I put a hand on Marie’s thigh. “Are you ready?”

      “I think so. God, Baby’s my sister. This is so insane! But how is this going to help with the Crawfords? And aren’t they supposed to be here?”

      “They’re on the way. Trust me.” I lean forward and kiss her softly. “You can do this, okay? Just trust me.”

      “I trust you. And I love you.”

      “I love you too.”

      We slip from the car. Bella Baby jumps out and stands with her hands on her hips, grinning at Marie, and the two girls start laughing and hugging and Marie’s crying, and I recognize those tears. They’re not sadness, they’re not sorrow, but they’re joy and relief and excitement. They’re the insane heady excitement of finally finding your real family.

      “I can’t believe you didn’t tell me right away,” Marie says, stepping back to grin at her sister. “Seriously, how could you keep this from me?”

      “It was only a few hours, but yeah, it wasn’t easy.” She grins huge and hugs Marie again. “Now I know why you’re so hot. You’ve got great genes.”

      Baptist stands by my side and gives me a sly smirk. “You look happy.”

      “Shut up.”

      “Come on, admit it. You’re happy.”

      I laugh and shake my head. “I’ll never admit to something so crude. I’m the Ice King, remember?”

      “Yeah, well, just because you feel now, doesn’t mean you’ll stop being that guy.”

      We go quiet and watch the girls laugh and talk and try to come to grips with their new reality together. It’s amazing, seeing their joy so clear, and part of me wishes I could have that one day.

      But I do have it. I feel that whenever I’m around Marie. Whenever she says those words, I love you, I feel it. And that doesn’t have to ever stop.

      “They do look alike,” Baptist finally says. “I wonder how nobody ever noticed before.”

      “Hard to imagine your childhood friend is really your half-sibling.” I squint in the distance as another car rolls over toward our group. “And now the show begins.”

      Baptist walks over to the girls and quietly gets their attention. We stand as a group at the foot of the steps as a large black SUV pulls down the driveway and parks at the end of the line of cars. The doors open and William and Magnus step out, both of them looking annoyed, likely unhappy about making a second trip out here in a very short time period.

      “Magnus, thank you for coming,” I say and walk over to shake his hand. He looks skeptical, but doesn’t pull away.

      “Ansell. I see you brought a crowd.”

      “Only the people that need to be here are here.” I nod at William. “Nice to see you again.”

      “Ansell.” He scowls at me and glares at Marie. “What’s all this about?”

      “Let’s go inside and I’ll tell you everything.”

      The whole group moves up the steps. Marie’s father looks bewildered, but he ushers everyone into the living room, a large and cavernous area with lots of seating. He brings out snacks and drinks and once people are settled, I stand in front of the couches with my arms crossed. Baptist lingers near the door, while William and Magnus are sitting in chairs, their backs straight, looking angry. Marie and Baby are practically holding hands and sitting on top of each other, and despite being around the two men that hate them most in the world, they seem utterly impervious to everything right now.

      “Talk fast, Drake,” Marie’s father says. “I am very unhappy with my daughter at the moment.”

      “She skipped our last meeting.” Magnus scowls at Marie. “Ran away like a child.”

      I hold up a hand. “No more insults. If you want to end this, then you’ll be quiet and you’ll listen. Understand?”

      Magnus’s jaw works but he doesn’t interrupt.

      I take a deep breath. This is the part I’m not sure about. Everything else has been worked out in advance and I’m sure of the parts they’ll all play, but I don’t know how Magnus, William, and Marie’s father will react to my plan. It’s a good idea, and it’ll solve everyone’s problem, but it’s unconventional to say the least.

      “We’re here for one simple reason, and that’s to put an end to the war raging between these two families.” I gesture at Marie then at Magnus. “And Bella Baby is the one person that can fix everything.”

      Everyone looks at her. Confusion plays across Marie’s face. Magnus looks frustrated, bordering on anger, and Marie’s father fidgets from side to side in his chair. I give him a tight smile and he looks away.

      “How can this gossip columnist fix anything? Short of going back on the drivel she wrote.” Magnus looks ready to get up and leave.

      “She won’t be doing that,” I say quickly before Baby can speak up and say something a little bit more aggressive. “But she did agree to an alternative plan. See, Magnus, you still need a wife for your oldest son. You need a wife that will make him look good after the clusterfuck of an article Baby wrote. Marie’s not going to be that girl—that’s just not going to happen. But what if I told you there was someone else, someone better, and someone that came with all the same perks? Mr. Pearce here would still be involved, and his fund could still act as your personal money manager. Everyone wins. Even William will look better.”

      Magnus chews on that. He glares at me, frowning deeply, and I don’t think anyone’s realized just what I’m about to propose, except for William. His eyes are wide and he’s staring at Baby with confusion written all over his face, but that confusion isn’t anger or denial, which is a good thing.

      “Here’s what I propose. William will marry Bella Baby. She’s single, she’s eligible, and their match will rehabilitate his image. Marrying the woman that wrote horrible things about him will be an enormous story, it’ll totally eclipse the bad press you’ve been getting recently.”

      “Absolutely not,” Magnus says, standing. His face turns red as he stares at Baby. “This gossip-rag nobody will not marry into my family. I’d rather die than see that happen.”

      “Ansell, may I?” Baby releases herself from Marie and stands. Marie looks like she wants to argue, but she’s too blown away and confused to say anything. I sit down on the couch and take Marie’s hand in my own and catch a deep frown from William. I’m tempted to tell him that he could’ve had this, but he chose to pass it up.

      Baby stands in front of the room. She looks so small up there, staring down some of the most powerful people in the city, but I know Baby fairly well at this point. If she says she’ll do something, she means it, and she’ll make sure it happens.

      “I don’t want to marry into your family,” Baby says, staring Magnus in the face. “But you need me. See, what you don’t know is, I’m Geoffrey Pearce’s illegitimate daughter, which means I’m Marie’s half-sister. You’ll still be getting a Pearce girl, except you’ll be getting me instead of Marie.”

      “This is absurd,” Magnus says, staring at Marie’s father. “Is this true?”

      “It’s true,” he says, looking thoughtful. “I never acknowledged her, but I can see how this might work. She takes Marie’s place. That alone would help clean up William’s image and smooth things over.”

      “It would be a scandal,” Magnus says, nearly shouting.

      “But a good scandal,” Baby says over him. “You may hate me, and the feeling is mutual, but I know stories, and this is going to be one hell of a story. People are going to obsess over this, and it’ll totally eclipse that stuff with Marie. And to top it all off, I’ll take down the original story I wrote. I won’t retract it, and I can’t remove all the other stories that have been written since then, but I’ll remove the original.” She bats her eyes and smiles girlishly at William. “Assuming you’d have me.”

      William says nothing. He only stares at her, an ugly look of loathing on his face, and I suspect he’s not happy about it but he’ll do whatever his father says.

      “This is your way out, Magnus,” I say, leaning forward. I squeeze Marie’s hand. I can feel her tension, but she’s keeping herself contained for now. “Marry Baby to William. Get a Pearce girl in the bargain. Solve all these ugly image problems once and for all.”

      “It’s a good solution,” Marie’s father says, leaning back. Of course he thinks that—he still gets everything he wants. “I say we do it.”

      “I obviously will do it, since I’m here.” Baby shrugs and crosses her arms. “What do you think, William? Think you can handle being married to me?”

      William scowls. “I can handle it, I just won’t enjoy it.”

      “Magnus, before you ruin this, give it some time.” I meet his gaze and nod once. “Believe me. This is the right move.”

      Magnus takes a long breath and sits back, staring from Baby to William and back to Marie, and I can see him doing the math in his head.

      But the conclusion is forgone. There’s no other way out of this, nothing nearly so clean at least. He sighs and waves a hand.

      “I’ll have to do background checks and look into her, but yes, this could be acceptable.”

      “What a ringing endorsement from my future father-in-law,” Baby says with a sigh.

      “Don’t act like you’re excited.” William stands abruptly. “Since nobody really cares what I want from my life, I think I’ll take my leave here.”

      “William,” Magnus snaps.

      But William only looks at his father, shakes his head, and walks out.

      Magnus watches his son go and sighs, slowly getting to his feet. “I’ll speak with my son and have my people discuss the idea. I’ll admit, it’s strange and unconventional, but it may work out for everyone.”

      “In the meantime, I want a truce.” I stand and walk to him, hand extended.

      He shakes. “Truce. For now. You’re lucky you’re clever, Drake. But it won’t save you the next time you cross me.”

      “I look forward to finding out.”

      He shakes his head and walks off.

      “That was eventful,” Marie’s father says. He stands and walks to the drink tray and pours himself a large whiskey. “As fun as it’s been, I want you all to get the hell out of my house. I have some planning to do. Bella, may I have a word?”

      “Another time, Pops,” Baby says, grinning at him. “I think I’ll head back with my friends and my sister.”

      Marie goes to her and they walk out together, arm in arm. Baptist follows at a distance, and I stay close to them. I hesitate before leaving, and look back at Marie’s father.

      “You’re lucky you have two daughters half so incredible as those two, and you don’t remotely deserve them.”

      “Like you do?” He sneers at me. “Good luck with Marie, Drake. I suspect you’ll need it. She’s not easy, that one.”

      I shake my head and leave. That fucking bastard is going to be a pain in my ass, but to hell with him.

      I meet Marie and Bella out front. Baptist is back in his car, waiting.

      “Why are you doing this?” Marie asks her, hugging her tight. “I mean, seriously, you can’t just be doing this to help me. I won’t let you.”

      “Don’t worry, girl. I’ve got my own reasons for marrying into that family. It’s got nothing to do with you or our dear father.” Baby kisses her cheek. “I love you though and I’m glad we’re sisters.”

      “I’m glad too. I just don’t want you doing this if you’re—” She stops and shakes her head, looking worried.

      Baby looks past her, down toward where the Crawford car is disappearing into the distance. “I know it’s weird. I know you probably think I’m being crazy. But I’ve got to do this for myself. Can you trust me?”

      “I trust you, sister. I just worry.”

      “Don’t worry about me. I’m Bella Baby. I can handle some rich, spoiled asshole.” She laughs and walks off. Baby waves and joins Baptist, and together they pull out, heading into the city.

      Leaving me alone with Marie, standing in front of our car.

      “What now?” she asks.

      I turn to her and pull her against me. “Now we go have a life.”

      “Sounds good to me.”
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      One Year Later

      

      Kira stands up behind the drum kit and the entire packed theater goes dead silent. The Belwick buzzes with energy as the drummer raises her sticks in the air. “This one’s for Marie,” she shouts into the crowd. “One, two, three, four!”

      The music slams down over the room and my spine goes tingly with excitement as Kira smashes the drums with a wild, frenetic energy. Even Ansell begins to sway next to me, not quite dancing, but about as close as he ever gets. As the house lights shift and warp, the diamond ring on my finger glints and I grin to myself. I’m still not used to wearing it, but marrying Ansell was the best decision I ever made, and I’m happy we eloped to Las Vegas a month earlier to make it official.

      This is Pride’s first show since releasing their new single with Universal. So far it’s getting decent air time on radio stations and the streaming numbers are good, but we’ve got a long ways to go. I’m working with them every day, sitting down and talking strategy, trying to come up with ideas about how to break them into the mainstream.

      Ansell keeps wanting to offer his help, but I need to do this all myself.

      Mostly anyway. I’m not dumb enough to deny Pride all the resources at his disposal.

      The show is a huge hit and we duck out ten minutes early. The night is crisp and comfortable, a beautiful fall evening. Ansell pulls me tight against him and looks around. “Where to now?”

      “Home,” I say, leaning my head on his shoulder. “I’m exhausted.”

      “Don’t you have to stay? You’re the manager.”

      “Nah, they have plenty of help in there and I already made sure the owners paid up front.”

      He grins at me and kisses my cheek. “Good girl. Make those fuckers pay.”

      “Besides, shouldn’t you get your pregnant wife back home?” I put my hand on my belly and smile up into his eyes.

      He laughs and kisses me again, this time hugging me close. While the baby wasn’t the main reason we got hitched, it was a pretty important one. We both want to avoid the mistakes our parents made with us, and we’re so excited to have a family.

      Even Ansell seems ecstatic.

      His emotions keep slowly appearing, more every day, like the flood is unleashed and it won’t stop rushing. He’s still getting used to experiencing so much, but I think it’s making him stronger and more resilient in the process, and our relationship is growing deeper and more incredible by the day. I’m fulfilled at home, I’m fulfilled at work, and I haven’t heard a peep out of the Crawfords in a long time.

      I’d call that heaven.

      “Have you spoken with your sister recently?” Ansell asks as we head toward where he parked the car.

      “We talked yesterday. She seems like she’s doing fine, although you never know with Baby.”

      He laughs. “True. How’s William?”

      “She said she hasn’t spoken to him in a couple weeks. I think they’re in a fight.”

      “Again.”

      “I don’t know what’s going on with those two. They hate each other, but I think they also like it that way.”

      “I’ll never understand it. I prefer things… simple.”

      “I agree.” I kiss my husband on the neck and lean against him. We pause beneath a streetlamp and he holds me tight against his chest.

      “I’ve been thinking. Now that the baby’s coming, what do you think about getting a different place? Maybe a row home in Old City, somewhere big and nice.”

      “You don’t like your apartment anymore? It’s enormous, you know.”

      “I’m aware, but why don’t we get something that’s more… you and me?”

      “Instead of all Ice King-y.”

      “Exactly.”

      I nod and stand on my toes to kiss him. “I’d love it.”

      “Good. I thought you would. Now come on, I want to get you home.”

      “Why? To put me to bed?”

      “In a way, that’s exactly what I’m about to do.”

      I laugh as he squeezes me against him and for the first time in my life, I feel dizzy, happy, complete.
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      Chapter One: Karah

      

      When Papa finds out what I did, he’s going to kick me out of the family.

      Well, probably not. I am his only daughter, after all, and he’s a big softie at heart. Casso says Papa’s too easy on me, and maybe he’s right, but mostly I think Casso’s jealous since Papa nitpicks every one of his mistakes. Sometimes it’s good to be the oldest boy, but sometimes it’s a lot harder.

      Papa won’t toss me out on my own, but he’s definitely going to yell, and Papa’s terrifying when he yells.

      I hold my head up high as I march down the long hall that snakes along the spine of the Bruno family home. We call it Villa Bruno, even though there’s nothing provincial about our massive block-sized home in the heart of the Arizona desert a half hour outside of Phoenix. It’s a beastly construction of glass, wood, and slate, designed by some famous architect that loves the Southwest, so there’s plenty of turquoise and cacti and big natural red rocks jutting out all over the property. It’s beautiful, but it’s deathly hot. The house is like a maze even to me and I grew up in it.

      As I approach Papa’s study and prepare to get shouted down, a shadow steps out from the nearby rec room and pauses on my right. I slow and steel myself as Nico shows his perfectly white teeth and crosses his arms over his massive chest. Tattoos snake up his arms and disappear into his crisp white shirt. He’s always wearing suits, even in the oppressive desert heat. It’s like he doesn’t feel the temperature bearing down on him. Like his heart’s made of ice. I can’t remember ever seeing him sweat.

      “Where are you going in such a hurry?” he asks, his eyes sparkling.

      I raise my chin and steel myself. I know that tone: Nico’s in the mood to make me feel like shit once again. Sometimes I wonder why he’s always hanging around—he’s not part of my family, at least not my blood family.

      “Papa’s study. As much as I love our conversations, I can’t keep him waiting.”

      Nico laughs softly and leans against the walls, studying me. He always does that—stares like I’m a piece of fine art hanging on a gallery wall waiting to be picked apart and analyzed. It’s disconcerting, and I can never seem to get away from his oppressive staring.

      “I was just thinking about you, princess,” he says, head tilted, pretty lips pressed tightly together. “Your brother was talking about this little match of yours, and I’m curious how you’re going to weasel your way out of it.”

      My jaw twitches but I don’t let the discomfort show. “What match?” I ask carefully.

      His eyebrows raise. “You don’t know?”

      “Don’t play games with me right now, Nico.”

      “This is no game, princess. This is the word of the Don himself. Your father went and found you a husband.”

      I step forward and jab my finger into his chest. I feel nothing but hard muscle, but I’m too angry to stop myself from literally poking the bear and too dizzy with shock to think about how nice it feels to touch him.

      “That’s not true.”

      He snatches my finger as I try to poke him again. He squeezes hard and I release a surprised yelp. It doesn’t hurt—but it’s right on that edge of pain, and all he needs to do is push a little more to make me groan in agony.

      “Don’t touch me, princess.” His eyes blaze into mine and I know I crossed a line. Nico and I might bicker and fight, but we never touch, like there’s an invisible barrier holding us back. “If you want to call me a liar, go ahead and do it. But don’t poke at me like I’m some kind of fucking house servant.”

      I glare right back. This was a massive mistake—Nico’s not the kind of man I should be messing with, but I lost my temper and couldn’t control myself. Now I get to pay the price like always. I really should get into anger management or something.

      “Let me go, dickhead.”

      “No. I like watching you squirm. Little spoiled brat like you deserves some punishing every once in a while.”

      “Nico.” I glare at him, jaw working. “You want me to scream?”

      He leans closer. “I’d love it if you’d scream for me, princess.”

      “Asshole.” I rip my finger away. It hurts like hell but at least I’m free. I rub my knuckle as he watches me with an amused smile and I start to shift past him toward my father’s study.

      “Fair warning. He’s in a sour mood, so whatever you thought was about to happen is probably going to be worse.”

      “How do you know all this anyway?”

      He looks away. “Something with the business. I can’t say more.”

      “Oath of silence?”

      “Something like that. Famiglia shit, you know.”

      I roll my eyes. I know what the family business is. “You know, Nico, I can’t wait for the day when my papa assigns you somewhere far, far away and I never have to deal with your crap again.”

      “I highly doubt that.” He looks back at me and a smirk graces his pretty mouth. “You love it when I torture you and, princess, you’d better believe I love to torture.”

      “What you call fun, I call annoying and borderline harassment, so kindly fuck off,” I flip him off, turn on my heel, and march to my papa’s study.

      But his words linger. Nico is a lot of things—asshole, bully, conceited piece of shit, aggressive dickhead, so on and so forth—but he’s not a liar. So I’m more than a little concerned when I reach Papa’s study and knock on the intricately carved wooden door before turning the handle.

      It’s cool and quiet. Big, shaded windows line the top of the walls, beneath which bookshelves are packed to overflowing. A big desk sits on the left, and a fireplace that’s never used is on the right. I drift forward and Papa looks up from his laptop, a perpetual frown on his lips. He looks older every day—his thick hair is turning gray and thinning at the edges, and thick bags hang beneath his eyes. It’s all the stress from running the family business, and sometimes I wish my three brothers, Casso, Fynn, and Gavino, would step up sooner rather than later, just so Papa wouldn’t have to work so hard.

      But that’s not the way things are. Papa’s the head of the house and the Don of the Famiglia, and I’m just the little baby daughter, the least important person in the room at all times. And guys like Nico will never let me forget it—especially Nico himself, the asshole. It’s like that man was born to tease and bully me, and his words are lodged in my head like a record stuck on repeat, ticking away again and again—this little match of yours—and a cold fear sinks into my stomach.

      “Karah,” Papa says and gestures at a chair. “Please come and sit.”

      I walk over but I linger beside the chairs. “To what do I owe the pleasure, Papa?”

      He gives me a tight smile. “Do I need a reason to summon my youngest child? What if I simply wanted to see your shining face?”

      I gave him a big, cheesy smile. “There it is. May I go?”

      “Sit.”

      I sink into a chair and fold my legs beneath me. Papa studies me for a moment and I feel my cheeks beginning to turn red with anxiety. I hate that I always blush whenever I’m upset or nervous, but I can’t help it.

      “I’m sorry about the Amex,” I blurt out suddenly, unable to take the silence.

      Papa groans and rubs his face. “You’re pathetic. You couldn’t hold out for ten seconds.”

      “I’m sorry! I shouldn’t have taken it. There was a sale—”

      “I don’t care about the credit card or the dresses.” He gives me a sharp look. “Under other circumstances, I’d be upset.”

      “I won’t do it again.”

      “Yes, I’m sure you will, but that won’t be my problem soon enough.”

      My heart starts to race. So Nico really wasn’t kidding. Papa’s finally gone and found me a husband after threatening to do just that for the last few years, and my days of lounging around Villa Bruno sketching with charcoal and swimming and being happy and carefree are finally over. My life as I know it will change, and change drastically, and there’s nothing I can do to stop it, no matter how badly I want things to keep going on like this. I’m the youngest and the daughter, and it’s my duty to marry, procreate, and be a good, happy mafia bride.

      I knew it wouldn’t last forever. Papa’s been saying since I was a little girl that one day I’d marry a man for the Famiglia. My brothers would give their lives to the business, and I’d do the same, only different. I used to think it was glamorous and imagined my husband as a dashing but dangerous man that doted on me wonderfully.

      But then I grew up and met more and more men in the business and realized I didn’t want to be married to a single one of them or a man remotely like them.

      “Who is he?” I ask quietly, almost too scared to say the words.

      Papa sighs and gently shakes his head. “His name is Jasha. He’s from a good family out in Texas—”

      “By good family do you mean he’s a filthy gangster like the rest of you?”

      Papa’s eyes go wide with amusement. He stares at me in surprise and I have to put my hands over my mouth to keep myself from saying more. I’m so stupidly angry and it just burst out of my dumb face, and now I can’t take the words back even if I wanted to. I sit there terrified and I know Papa’s going to yell, but he only rubs his temple and is quiet for a real long time before speaking.

      “Karah, you’re twenty-two. You’ve lived in my house, under my roof, for a long, long time. I’ve been easy on you—don’t argue, we both know it’s true. But it can’t go on forever. Jasha Novalov is a good man, and his family is strong—”

      “Papa, he’s Russian? You’re selling me off to some strange Russian? You couldn’t have picked someone Italian?” Panic rises in my chest. “I don’t want to go. You can’t force me to marry someone against my will.” I jump out of the chair and back away.

      “Karah.” His voice is hard, sharper than the slate rock that dots the desert landscape. He stands and glares at me, my big, strong Papa. He’s gone gentler in his old age, but he’ll always be a massive mountain of a man, covered in thick dark hair and muscle, and with an undercurrent of vicious, deadly violence rippling below every move he makes. My name is like a rumble in his chest, like an earthquake. “You will do as you are told. You can’t be a child forever, girl.”

      “What if I find someone else to marry?” It’s desperate, I know, but the thought of going off to some faraway place to marry a total stranger is more terrifying than anything I can imagine. I like my life, I like my home, my brothers, my little desert world. I like it here, and I don’t want to give it up for anything.

      “There’s nobody else. You know as well as I do—”

      “Someone in the Famiglia.” Desperate, so desperate. Papa can see right through me.

      His lips quirk. “I thought we’re all a bunch of filthy gangsters.”

      “You are, but I’d rather marry someone I know than a stranger. Please, Papa. You want to marry me off? Let me choose.”

      “Karah—”

      “I’ll choose soon. I swear it. Give me a week, and I’ll pick someone from the Famiglia. Someone good. Someone you’ll be happy with.”

      This is absurd. I know it’s crazy. The whole point of marrying me off is to make an alliance with another mafia family. Letting me pick my future husband from among our business won’t strengthen anything at all.

      But I’m so desperate, I’m willing to try anything at this point.

      “You know I can’t,” he says quietly, shaking his head.

      “Please, Papa.” I take a step closer. I feel a stone in my throat the size of a softball and I think I might throw up. “I’m asking for a favor. One final favor, and after this I’ll never ask anything from you again. I know you’ve been soft on me, and I’m begging you to give me this one final chance.”

      He closes his eyes. “Karah. It doesn’t work like that.”

      “Please, Papa.”

      He sighs and rubs his face. For one long, silent moment, I picture my life somewhere far away, tethered to a strange man I barely know, rotting in a family that doesn’t love me and views me as little more than expedient currency. It’s a nightmare, one I’ve always known might be my fate, and now that it’s here, all I can think about is escape.

      “One week,” he finally says and releases a long breath. “If you can find someone suitable in a week, I’ll change my plans with the Novalov family. It may cost me dearly, but I love you, Karah.”

      “Papa, thank you.” I rush to him as tears stream down my cheeks. I hug him tight, my massive bear-like Papa. He hugs me back tightly.

      “I am too soft on you, girl,” he says quietly. “I’ve been too weak with you, but that’ll change from now on. Do you understand me?”

      “I understand.”

      He pulls me away and looks into my eyes. “You’ll grow up after this. No matter what happens, whether you marry the Russian or find someone suitable, you will grow up.”

      “Yes, Papa. I promise.”

      “Then you have a week. I hope you have someone in mind.”

      I only smile and extract myself from his big mitt-sized hands. “You know me, boy crazy.”

      He laughs and sits back down in his chair, already absorbed in his work.

      I leave his study and stand in the relative cool of the hallway, tucked back into the shadows of the doorway. The house is still and quiet, only the sound of the staff in the kitchen preparing dinner echoes up from the kitchens.

      I don’t fully understand why Papa gave in so easily—why he’s giving me this opportunity or why he’s always been so gentle with me. The others all notice and complain about it, especially Casso. Nico even teases me ruthlessly every time Papa bends his rules ever so slightly to make my life just a little bit easier. Everyone knows Papa has a soft spot for me, and I’ve never questioned it before, at least until today.

      Now I have to wonder—why would he do this?

      Why risk angering a potential ally and a rival family?

      It doesn’t matter. I can either accept that he has his reasons or I can obsess over what they might be, but either way I’d better find a husband and do it fast.

      One week.

      I have no clue who I’m going to marry, but I have one week to figure it out—or I’ll be sold to some stranger and shipped away from my home forever.
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