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      “Everyone’s looking at me.”

      My best friend, Angela, sighed. “Briar.”

      I frowned at her, not particularly appreciating her exasperated tone. “What?”

      She stared at me, and then when I bugged my eyes at her on purpose, she scrunched up her nose. “You can’t expect them not to look at you.”

      “Whose side are you on?”

      Angela shrugged. “Yours, of course, and that’s why I’m not about to leave you to the vermin here.”

      Vermin was definitely the word. This might have been an exclusive Academy, one of the elite’s best well-kept secrets, but that didn’t make the kids who attended decent human beings.

      I’d learned that myself the hard way.

      “It doesn’t sound like you’re on my side,” I grumbled, then sighed when she wrapped her arm around my shoulders.

      “Being on your side means I won’t bullshit you, Briar.”

      “Please, bullshit me,” I muttered, when we walked past Jason Hett and Ryan Weste, who immediately started snickering. “I don’t think I can cope with more reality than what I’ve been dealing with ever since the tape went viral.”

      She squeezed me again. “It’s the first day of school, honey. Just let them stare and move on from this.”

      I wanted to stiffen, wanted to scream at her that this wasn’t fair. That I shouldn’t have anything to move on from, because I wasn’t the one who’d recorded myself making love with Mathieu Andersen. I hadn’t put the tape on a goddamn porn site. And I sure as heck hadn’t made sure the entire student body of Gildermann Academy had been CC’d in the email with the link.

      No, that was my ex.

      He’d done that.

      He’d humiliated me, destroyed my reputation forever, and why?

      I couldn’t ask him.

      Because he was in a fucking coma.

      Yes. That was the story of my life now—disaster after disaster with seemingly no end in sight. Because, sure, the sex tape was no longer online, and the authorities were apparently looking into the ‘crime,’ but that didn’t save my rep. Didn’t stop the BS snickers as I strode into GA. Throw in the fact that the criminal behind my persecution was in a coma after a car crash that had happened three days after he’d hit ‘publish’ on his skanky secret tape of us together wasn’t exactly speeding up the investigation...

      Was it terrible of me to wish that he’d been in the crash before he’d ruined me? Or did that just make me human?

      I wasn’t sure which and I hated that he’d also shoved me into a moral dilemma.

      Nobody wished ill on someone in a coma. No one except horrible people, that is. Which made me horrible, vile, because I truly hoped he’d die.

      For what he’d done to me? Made me think he loved me, made me think we were—

      No.

      I couldn’t think about that.

      If I did, I’d start crying, and I’d already spent the past few weeks in bouts of tears that had my staff cringing whenever they saw me. And because I couldn’t stand to be around anyone anymore, didn’t trust anyone close to me, not even Angela all that much, Mathieu could also be blamed for the maid and cook who were now looking for employment.

      Yes, in my mind, Mathieu was responsible for the world’s overpopulation problem, global warming, and might as well throw in terrorism for good measure.

      The bastard.

      “Do you want the good or the bad news?” Angela muttered the second we’d made it into the foyer of Gildermann’s hallowed halls.

      I cut her a wary look. “You mean there’s some good news in this mess? Please, sweet Jesus, give it to me,” I pleaded, and I wasn’t even joking. I seriously needed some good.

      “Well, you get the bad news first so things make sense,” she murmured, as she nodded at Jamie Nolan. The two of them had been dancing around each other since last year. Angela was usually pretty forward with guys, but not with Jamie.

      Though her attention was only averted for a second, I wanted to pout, and drag it back to me and the disaster movie that was my life.

      Thankfully, she seemed to sense my inner turbulence because she quickly shrugged off her crush and gave me her full focus. “So,” she drawled out, “you know the car crash Mathieu was in?”

      “How could I forget?” I rasped because, even though he’d done what he had and sure, I’d wished him dead every single day since the tape was released, it still hurt. I’d loved him, truly loved him, and a part of me still did. He was my first love, and that would stick with me forever. As would how he’d betrayed me.

      “People have been saying you caused it.”

      I blinked at her, sure she was lying. But when she stared back at me, her green eyes wide, her lips pursed, I realized this wasn’t a joke. She wasn’t pulling my leg or trying to cheer me up.

      “Is there a reason you’re telling me this now and not during the thirty-minute ride to school?” I grated out, my hands curling into fists.

      “I didn’t know how to say it, and I was kind of hoping that Jamie was just making a big thing out of it.”

      “You’ve been speaking to him about me?” I asked with a scowl. So that was what the look between them had been about. I knew I’d been right to distance myself from her.

      “Yeah. He’s been really kind. Very supportive.”

      Yeah, supportive, feeding her shit from the gossip mill. Just great.

      “They think I tried to kill Mathieu?” I repeated, just trying to make sure there was no misunderstanding here.

      “Yeah. They do.”

      I gaped at her for a second then, a bit like a dog who’d been shampooed against his will, shook my head dumbly. “That’s the bad news. What’s the good?”

      “They think you tried to kill Mathieu.” She shrugged. “Now you’re notorious for a different reason.”

      I reached up and patted my braid, trying to assimilate what she was saying, because it seriously wasn’t computing.

      After a few moments of gaping at her as I failed to self-soothe, she heaved a sigh. “Say something.”

      “What do you want me to say?” I retorted bitterly. “That people thinking I’m a murderer is better than them thinking of me with my legs spread and Mathieu on top of me?” My stomach churned. I’d had to watch the tape, had to see what he’d revealed to the world, and though I’d watched it three times, it hadn’t gotten any easier to bear. I started it each time thinking this wasn’t real, but then I was reminded it was when I climaxed beneath the cheating, lying bastard I’d thought loved me. My throat thickening, I whispered, “But you know what? They’re thinking of me like that and picturing me killing him too. How am I supposed to have done it? Cut his brake line? Sabotaged his engine?”

      Angela winced. “The brake line.”

      A high-pitched laugh escaped me, and I knew it sounded crazed, panicked. “I wouldn’t know a brake line if it smacked me in the face.”

      She patted my shoulder. “I know, honey. But…”

      “But, what?”

      “It’s better to be notorious than a victim.”

      And fuck me if she wasn’t wrong.

      The thought didn’t make me feel better though. If anything, it made the already shitty start to the day a thousand times worse.

      We were in different homerooms, unfortunately, which meant she went to the bottom of the first-floor corridor, whereas I was at the beginning. I strode into the small room, and headed to the corner in the vain hope I’d avoid anyone gaping at me, and tried to make myself as small as possible.

      Knowing that everyone in my year—hell, probably the one above and below me too—had seen me naked, had heard my cries of release, was enough to make me want to puke. I’d wanted to pull out of this year’s classes, evade the Academy, and avoid everyone I knew. It wasn’t like I couldn’t afford the hit to my bank account—I could buy and sell most people in this class. But the teachers would remember, and if I was to fulfill the terms of my trust fund, I had to attend this college because my great-great-great-grandfather had helped establish it, and had insisted that all his heirs study here.

      Even though Mathieu had ruined my life, that didn’t mean he could ruin the rest of it too. No way was I about to throw away the thirty million that was waiting on me upon graduation. I was a fool for having fallen for his silver tongue, but I wasn’t a complete moron.

      The trouble was, that meant I had to sit here and endure the looks, the catty sneers from women who’d tried to be my friend last year, and tolerate the heated stares from guys who didn’t have the decency to hide the fact they’d watched a sex tape that had been recorded without my consent.

      If the day couldn’t have started off any worse, it soon managed to deteriorate further.

      Impossible, I knew that, but yup, it happened.

      Because every snicker and jeer had me hunching my shoulders and keeping my attention firmly on my phone’s screen, I didn’t realize there were three seats beside me in my row.

      Three vacant seats.

      And when the professor arrived, hustling us into a lecture on how proper Gildermann students behaved—a lecture that was aimed my way, I was sure—the door slammed open and my worst nightmares arrived on the scene.

      As panic coursed through my veins, I felt my skin alternate between white-hot and just white.

      They’d been in Angela’s homeroom last year. I knew because Mathieu had complained that his friends weren’t here with him as we suffered the strict nonsense that was elemental to studying at Gildermann.

      This Academy was like no other. It was a university, but it went beyond that. It treated its students as though they were still in high school, meaning we had to endure things most nineteen-year-olds didn’t.

      Like uniforms.

      Like professors actually checking up on us like they were the Gestapo.

      Like homeroom every morning and an assembly once a week with prayers.

      It was weird, but people didn’t care. This was the place to be if you wanted to leapfrog into the Old Boys’ Network. So much so, that women had only been invited to study here four years ago.

      Why?

      Not because Gildermann wanted to be equal, not because they’d suddenly turned into feminists, but because I was a Gildermann and a Gildermann always studied here.

      Unfortunately for the school, I was the only Gildermann who’d been born without that important organ that was the penis, and therefore a ruling had been made. Every person with a uterus had their position in the Academy thanks to me. Not that they were showing their gratitude to me now.

      Speaking of penises, I felt the trio’s swagger from the across the room.

      Even worse?

      I felt their rage.

      How could I feel that?

      I wasn’t sure. Maybe I was just hypersensitive, maybe I was paranoid, or maybe I was justified.

      If they thought I’d tried to kill Mathieu too then…

      My heart sank and my stomach seized. I couldn’t hold it in, couldn’t stop myself. Without asking to be dismissed, I grabbed my bag, and loped down the row, my intent to get to the door.

      Professor Sanderson barked, “Ms. Gildermann! What on earth are you—”

      But I ignored him. I ignored the snickers and the laughter at my expense. I just needed to get out of there.

      I was so close, so freakin’ close to the hall and freedom, when someone stepped in front of me.

      Their chest was covered in one of those ridiculous vests Gildermann insisted upon for their uniform, and the ornate ‘P’ button told me who had stepped in front of me.

      Blake Hennessy.

      I tried to duck left, but he moved with me. When I tried to move right, he did the same until I stared up at him, stared into eyes that were both beautiful and horrible, and spat, “If you don’t move the fuck out of my way, I’ll puke all over those shiny Oxfords of yours.”

      Those bright gray eyes flared wide in surprise, but they quickly settled into a low simmer because his rage was still burning, still there, but he must have seen from my expression that if he didn’t move his ass quickly, he was about to be covered in the very real manifestation of my humiliation.

      Considering he’d undoubtedly helped Mathieu, he deserved to be wallpapered in my vomit. But puking in front of my class wasn’t something I was willing to add to my to-do list.

      Before he stepped out of my way, before he let me free, he rasped, “Later, Briar.”

      Those two words felt like an omen.

      And how right I was about that.

      

      
        
        ❖

        Briar

      

      

      

      One of the few things that was nice about attending this freaky little university of ours was that the washrooms were luxurious. After I’d puked my guts out, I was able to nab one of their prepackaged toothbrushes and toothpastes, along with a miniature bottle of mouthwash, and clean myself up. I’d never been more thankful that I was adept at vomiting without getting it everywhere. Even if how I’d gotten that practice made my nose crinkle with unwanted memories.

      The next few hours flew by without another interruption and I was just starting to feel like maybe once everyone got done staring at me, they would forget about what happened. Lunch was a whole different story though. As soon as I entered the cafeteria, I heard the whispers start up. Snickers and expletives sounded behind me, but whenever I turned around to glare at the bitches behind the muttering, they were looking at something else.

      I gathered my tray and a small amount of food, my logic being there would be less to throw up later if it came to that, and went to find Angela. The sea of faces that were staring at me as I looked for my best friend made me break out into a cold sweat. The longer it took to find Angela, the sweatier I became. Panic was starting to set in, and when I finally found her, she was waving to me from across the dining hall.

      Could she get any farther away?

      Sometimes, I could swear it was like my best friend didn’t understand what I was going through at all. Either that, or she just didn’t really care.

      The feeling of aloneness was only exacerbated as the sound of someone vomiting filled the cafeteria, making my own stomach turn and threaten to dry heave just to show support for the other person. As I hurried to Angela’s table and sank down into my seat, the sound morphed into my cries of pleasure like someone was puking to the sound of me having sex.

      It was mortifying.

      It was when I heard myself cry Mathieu’s name that I realized the person vomiting was me earlier. Someone had followed me into the bathroom and taken a recording of me puking.

      What was it with these people and the concept of consent? Was it really that hard to understand? I knew, to a certain extent, these people lived above the law, but to this degree?

      God help me.

      “Is that morning sickness I hear?” someone called out.

      I looked toward the source of the sound and found Regan Addington staring at me with a grin of victory plastered on her face. According to gossip, she and Mathieu had been on and off again sweethearts all through middle school and high school back home in Quebec. It was when they both arrived at Gildermann that he called it quits for good, only she didn’t quite get the message. It didn’t matter that he had promised me they were over, or that he’d sworn I was the only woman in his life, it was all bullshit, just like his feelings for me.

      Had this been their plan all along? Had this been a game? One that Regan had been involved in from the start?

      When I slumped over and fought the urge to cover my face with my hands, Angela looked at me with questioning eyes. “Why were you puking? Are you… sick?”

      “I’m not pregnant,” I hissed, then, taking a deep breath, tried to calm down. This woman was currently the only port I could visit during this godawful storm, and I couldn’t forget that. “Was there anyone missing from your homeroom this morning?” I inquired gruffly.

      “Just... No!” The penny dropped faster than I’d expected. “Blake, Flynn, and Lennox are in your homeroom now?” she spat at me, her eyes rounder than silver pennies.

      I nodded. “Let’s just say my body rebelled at the idea.”

      “But it’s not really morning sickness, is it?”

      “Of course not!” I hissed back. “How stupid do you think I am? He wore a condom just like he always did.”

      “Yeah, but he stealthed you. That means all bets are off, unless you’re on birth control.” There was an urgency to her voice that made my heart beat faster in my chest. I would have known if Mathieu had taken the condom off during sex, right?

      If he’d pricked holes in the damn thing though, that was something I wouldn’t…

      Refusing to panic, I took a deep breath and said, “I’ve been on birth control since I was fifteen, and he didn’t stealth me, the condom broke. I would have noticed otherwise.” Blush turned her cheeks crimson, which only happened when Angela had done something she didn’t want to tell me about. “What?”

      “He did. The condom didn’t break. It was in the video,” she answered in a small voice.

      “I didn’t see anything like that in the video and I feel like I watched it way more than I should have,” I replied indignantly, refusing to believe that this new low was something else to add to the ‘I hate Mathieu’ list.

      “It was there. Trust me,” she said quietly, staring down at her food so she could avoid my gaze.

      “You watched it?” I asked dully, the betrayal hitting home with double force.

      Before she could respond, her phone dinged with a message, a sound that reverberated through the cafeteria as everyone else’s phone received the same message. Angela snatched up her phone, and when she opened the screen, there was simply a link which read, “Bump watch?”

      Angela clicked on it and it took her to a website that had a cartoon of a pregnant belly at the top with a question mark over it. Below that were a series of photos, all highlighting my midsection with circles and question marks drawn on them.

      Some were even next to older photos of me where I looked skinnier—my bulimia phase was a great control subject, apparently. Under those unwelcome visits to the past was a video that was clearly taken in the girls’ bathroom of me vomiting. I hadn’t even managed to get the door closed and locked behind me at the time, and apparently someone had used that to their, or should I say her, advantage.

      Of course, below that was a link to ‘See how the baby was made!’ I had no doubt that link would take the viewer to some shady place that was hosting the video. The original porn site was under investigation by the cops, but it was like Hydra—take one down and another popped up. It didn’t matter that it was illegal, that the video was in the hands of the cops, whoever was behind this thought they were untouchable.

      And the most sickening thing of all?

      They most likely were.

      Kids here had Senators for parents, corporate sharks that made the guys in Suits look small fry. They ate international conglomerates for breakfast, and had reared the belief in their kids that they could do whatever the fuck they wanted so long as they made money—the true psychopath’s code.

      The whole thing made me want to vomit again, but that would only lead to more speculation that I was preggers, which I definitely was not. Even if I wasn’t going to throw up again, it had killed my appetite for sure. I couldn’t help but look over at Regan and internally rage at how twisted everything had become, especially when she was wearing that self-satisfied smile. I just wanted to punch her in the pretty capped teeth that probably cost more than a car.

      I sighed and pushed the thought away. They already thought I was unstable, having, according to them, cut Mathieu’s brake lines, so if I hauled out and punched the head cheerleader, then I could only imagine how scared people would be of me. Although, maybe Angela was right and that wasn’t a bad thing…

      They thought me notorious and had still set up that website.

      If I was a victim, what the hell else would they have done?

      As I toyed with the food on my plate—no way could I eat any of it—the sound of me vomiting started up sporadically throughout the cafeteria as people watched the video.

      They had no shame.

      These were the sons, and now daughters, thanks to me, of the most powerful and wealthiest people in the country, but in spite of—or perhaps because of—that, they had very little sense of propriety. I guess that’s why they were at Gildermann though. I might have hated being treated like I was still in high school, but I’d also been raised and groomed with the knowledge that I was to marry well and extend the family portfolio. As such, my behavior was expected to be irreproachable. Cleaner than virgin snow.

      The sex tape managed to change all of that though.

      No one in my family was talking to me, nor would they until the scandal died down. It was only because I was a descendant of the founder of the university, or rather Academy, that I was still here at all. Gildermann was supposed to have the highest of standards and they promised to form your hell spawn into an acceptable member of the upper crust. What I had done, even though I’d never even known the camera was there, was unacceptable.

      Only my surname had stopped me from being expelled.

      Mathieu’s future was undoubtedly in jeopardy here too. If he ever woke up from a coma that is.

      I pushed back from the table and declared, “They’ve officially killed my appetite. I’ll see you in Art History.”

      Angela nodded, and I could sense her relief that I was going and wasn’t asking her to come with. This kind of social destruction would bleed into her life as well. I wouldn’t be surprised if her parents were encouraging her to distance herself from me even though we’d been friends since sixth grade. She was the only reason I was taking Art History. I filled one of my requirements and I got to spend it with my best friend. It was a win-win.

      At least, it had been.

      What wasn’t a win-win was the next class, which was Global Business in Practice. I honestly hated my business classes. I could sit through a class like Art History for hours and hours and not be irritated, but my business classes made it feel like time had stopped. My feet dragged as I walked toward study hall, but I couldn’t stand sitting in that cafeteria any longer.

      I flopped into a seat against the wall and prayed that the rest of the day would be better than it had been so far. The remainder of the students began trickling into the room, the seats around me all staying empty until there were no others left, like I was contagious or something. Once a few more people filed in, my stomach dropped as I saw Flynn Brennan—one of Mathieu’s best friends—walk in and sit directly behind me.

      The man was infuriatingly good looking, but his personality didn’t match his appearance one bit. As captain of the swim team and heir to one of the largest media conglomerates, his life was practically dipped in gold.

      When he graduated, he would be making more money than most of the students at the Academy, that was a given, and that was when he was just starting out. It was only up from there.

      I felt his feet connect with the legs of my chair as Professor Flaherty walked in. Her sharp business suit flattered her curves, while also being nothing but professional. The expert tailoring showed in the fit, while the fabric itself spoke of wealth and privilege. It wasn’t only the students who could boast wealthy families...

      I liked her, though. She had a no-nonsense attitude, with a sharp intellect and even sharper wit. It wasn’t her fault her class bored me senseless.

      “Welcome, today we are going to start with the basics of global business—” Professor Flaherty began, and she was still talking, but all I could focus on was the subtle rocking sensation to my chair. I tried to scoot it forward, but found I was unable to move it. The last thing I wanted was to draw more attention to myself when I knew the teaching staff had been briefed regarding my current circumstances.

      How bad was it when your professors knew there was a sex tape of you? Answer, pretty freakin’ bad. I’d caught the sly glances from them as I moved through the halls and during classes.

      They thought they were being sneaky, that they were so much slicker than my peers, but they weren’t. In fact, they were even more obvious. Especially the male professors. I’d caught one of them leering at me in the corridor with his hands in his pockets, while I was getting some books from my locker earlier. I’d seen him around campus, but had never had him as a professor, and I prayed I wouldn’t in the future.

      “How’d it feel when Mat came inside you? Did you know you were pregnant right away?” Flynn’s voice sounded behind me, just loud enough for me to hear.

      I ignored him, but I couldn’t stop the tension that filled my body.

      “You really seemed to love that cock. Who knew a girl could get so wet? It almost looked like you’d pissed yourself,” he continued, his voice cutting.

      “Do you have something to add, Mr. Brennan?” Professor Flaherty asked, having, at the very least, heard his murmuring voice if not the words.

      “I was wondering if I could study the adult entertainment industry for our final project. Its global reach is quite impressive, and I know some people who have firsthand experience with it who would be great to interview,” he replied calmly, as though he’d simply been planning ahead.

      My cheeks washed with color before draining so sharply that the nausea attacked once more. Just when I thought she’d call him on his BS, she didn’t. Instead, she praised, “I see someone has been looking ahead at the schedule. Good work, Mr. Brennan, that kind of skill will serve you well in the future, but that still doesn’t explain what was so urgent that you had to talk to Ms. Gildermann during class.”

      “I was hoping Ms. Gildermann would be willing to partner with me on it, since she’s got so much experience,” he explained, like that’s what he’d been talking to me about.

      Snorts sounded throughout the classroom and my embarrassment only grew.

      “You are welcome to partner with whomever you like, so long as they are willing. That being said, I cannot, in good faith, give a teenage boy carte blanche to look into the porn industry. If you insist that this is the subject you wish to cover with Ms. Gildermann, then you will need to provide a detailed project scope for me to assess. Clear?”

      Was she a fucking idiot?

      “Crystal, Professor,” Flynn responded loudly, before whispering, “No one else is going to want to partner with you, not when they know how filthy you are. I’m your only hope, Gildermann. Better get used to the sound of my voice, because you’ll be hearing a lot of it in the future.”
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      By the time I made it into the car, I was a shaking wreck, but I was grateful that my day was done at two in the afternoon.

      As the door closed behind me, I finally felt safe, and watched as Winston, my driver, walked around the vehicle to reach the driver’s seat.

      In no way—not even when I’d been with Angela—had I felt safe at the Academy today.

      My life might not be in danger, but my sanity?

      It was a fragile, fragile thing right now.

      I wanted to be home, wanted to be away from these people who’d suddenly set me in their crosshairs, but the trouble was, I had no home.

      I’d lost my parents when I was twelve, and between then and now, I’d been carted off to a lot of relatives’ homes who didn’t want me, who considered me a nuisance. I’d pretty much been alone since then, but this was a whole new level of solitude.

      I’d loved Mathieu and he’d betrayed me.

      And from the vibes Flynn had sent my way?

      He and his godawful friends appeared to be blaming me for something. Did they think I’d hurt Mathieu? That I was responsible for the car crash like gossip suggested?

      I had no doubt Regan had been recruited by one of them, and that she was the one who’d filmed me puking. Where she got the time to make a fucking website, I wasn’t sure, but as classes began, I really hoped her focus would switch to shit that mattered.

      Winston climbed in and the doors locked behind him.

      He was a chauffeur and a bodyguard combined, and I wish I had a genuine reason to give him cause for concern, but there were no threats he could protect me from.

      Although I’d felt hunted all day, physically, I was safe.

      Mentally was a whole different story, but Winston couldn’t do anything about that, could he?

      I reached up and rubbed my temple. Leaning on the shiny walnut armrest, I stared out onto the manicured drive as we left Gildermann behind and headed for the first place where I’d been allowed to live on my own.

      Well, I said ‘on my own,’ but I had a team of fourteen managing my estate so that was kind of relative. I’d fired the two staff that lived and worked inside, preferring to clean and cook for myself in the aftermath of this disaster, but otherwise, I was never really alone.

      “Everything all right, ma’am?”

      I let my gaze flicker over to Winston, who was flashing me looks in the rearview mirror. In silence, I took him in, noting his uniform, a smart suit that complimented his olive skin with its rich, navy undertones, and the bright white shirt that made his stubbled jaw look all the more roguish.

      He had a low fade that accentuated his rich sable hair and, several times, I’d wanted to scrape my palm over the bristly hair that was cut into the back of his neck. His eyes were like dark chocolate, and whenever he looked at me, I felt like I was wading through hot cocoa because everything about the man screamed sex, which was awkward considering the guy was my employee.

      He cleared his throat. “Ma’am?”

      I turned away. “I don’t answer to ma’am.”

      I sounded like a bitch, but we’d had this conversation many times in the past year. He’d been with me since I’d moved from New York to Tennessee to attend Gildermann’s, and every now and then, this verbal tussle made a reappearance.

      He grunted, then conceded, “Briar. What’s wrong?”

      My bottom lip quivered and I reached up to tug it into submission.

      The manicured lawns, which didn’t dare die under the scorching Brentwood sun, gave way to the fancy gates with more curlicues decorating them than the Palace of Versailles, and I breathed a sigh of relief as we crossed them and headed out into the big wide world.

      It was no safer, but for my mental health? It made a hell of a difference.

      “Rough day,” I finally answered.

      Winston grunted at my brisk remark. “Why you won’t—”

      My throat tightened. “I might have to.” If things got worse, the administration would have to be called in, but I knew how bullies worked. Especially bullies of Flynn’s caliber.

      He was as rich as me, but he was without the fear holding me back.

      Both of us knew, no matter what we did, we’d never be expelled. He was too rich, and while I was as well, I was also a Gildermann. Every generation was educated here. It was a part of the school’s creed.

      The two of us could be notorious because we had no fear of any reprisals. That meant he could use his time to terrorize me, but I had no idea why he’d want to.

      I’d genuinely done nothing to him.

      Hell, I’d done nothing to Mathieu either, and he’d just about ruined my life with his actions.

      I wasn’t the best of people. I could be snippy, self-centered, and sure, I wasted way too much money at Sephora, but God, where in any of that did it imply that I deserved the ultimate punishment in this viral world?

      My heart began to pound in my chest as I imagined tomorrow.

      I could imagine GIFs being made, memes making the rounds. This wasn’t going to go away like I’d hoped. I knew it was going to spiral, get worse until every day was a torment—

      “Briar!”

      Winston’s bark had me staring blindly at him, and before I knew what hit me, the car was stopped and parked at the side of the road. He disappeared then reappeared at my side. Still blind, I grabbed for the handle to let him in, and the second the door was closed behind him and he was on the seat beside me, I launched myself at him.

      I didn’t even care that it was inappropriate, nor did I give a damn that he was the staff, I plunked myself on his lap and, burrowing my face in his throat, sobbed.

      His hands were hesitant at first. They patted me roughly like they didn’t know what to do, but as I sobbed out my fear, his arms tightened and he began to hush me. I responded to his proximity like a rose blossoming under the sun’s kiss.

      Sensing that I was safe, that this man would do me no harm, the sobs and the fear began to fade.

      I was exhausted after my emotional outburst, too tired to even give a damn that I’d just cried all over my driver. I’d probably stained his collar with my mascara, and he undoubtedly had some of my makeup on his throat, but I didn’t have it in me to be embarrassed about that.

      Letting him hold me, I whispered, “It’s not going away.”

      Winston, as my security, had been the one to notify me of the tape.

      Knowing that a man I’d imagined naked had seen me orgasm in grainy, nighttime footage, somehow made the situation a thousand times worse.

      Of course, that wasn’t the priority, but at first, when I’d been too shocked to process what he was telling me, that had been the first thing to cross my mind.

      Stupid? Sure.

      “It will. With time. It’s only the first day,” he reminded me, his voice a low rasp—the same one that had comforted me that day this nightmare had begun, the one that had dealt with the police, and that was still liaising on this shit show which didn’t seem to be going away.

      “Tomorrow’s the second and I don’t even want to go in.” I shook my head, my wet eyelashes wiping against his stubbled throat. It hurt a little, but the pain was grounding. “I can’t.” Panic had me tensing in his lap again.

      “You have to.”

      I reared back at his words. “You’re saying that because Uncle Royce told you to.”

      He scowled at me. “If you haven’t figured out this past year that I’m not Royce’s puppet, you’re blinder than I thought.”

      Stung, because he was alluding to how stupid I’d been with Mathieu, I bit off, “I did nothing wrong!”

      “I never said you did, but you’re paying the price for it anyway.” His nostrils flared, and as I stared at him, feeling like the mess I knew I looked, I saw something sparkle in his eyes.

      Jealousy?

      Was that it?

      Or was I wrong?

      There was a tension etched onto his features that had nothing to do with me hurling words at him or my tears. It was bitter enough to make his jaw clench, to have his hands balling into fists, and to turn his eyes into liquid fire as he stared at me, daring me to challenge him.

      What the fuck was happening here?

      My bottom lip trembled as confusion swirled around inside me. The second he saw it, he released a shaky breath and, reaching over, tapped it with his thumb. “Calm down, Briar,” he told me woodenly, his tone night to the emotion in his eyes’ day.

      “How can I? What’s happening? How is this my life? This happens to people in books and movies…” I reached up and covered my face with my hands. “This doesn’t happen to people like me.”

      It was a shitty thing to say, but it was the truth nonetheless.

      Last year, there’d been two cliques.

      One had been headed by the dimwitted Regan.

      The other had been mine.

      I’d been at the top of my year, the girl everyone aspired to be. Who everyone was jealous of…

      How the mighty fell.

      “It happens to everyone. You’re rich, Briar, you’re not God.”

      “I know that,” I mumbled, shooting him a dirty look. “You’re supposed to be making me feel better.”

      He snorted. “My soggy shirt is a testament to the truth of that.”

      “True.” I gnawed on my bottom lip again. “Sorry.”

      “Don’t be. It will wash.” Winston sighed. “Did the administration call you in again?”

      We’d had one particularly excruciating meeting before the year had started, but…

      “No. They seem to be ignoring it, and I’d think that was okay, but the student body isn’t going to let them.”

      “What do you mean?” he demanded with a scowl.

      “They filmed me puking today. Alluded to the fact I might be pregnant.”

      “Could you be?”

      I growled, “No! Why does everyone keep asking me that? I’ve been tense and scared all day. You try to hold your breakfast down when that happens.”

      He raised his hands. “Sorry.”

      “You should be. I have access to condoms and the pill, Winston. I’m a big girl.”

      “Not as big as you think you are,” he retorted, “or this wouldn’t have happened.”

      I squeezed my eyes shut, hating that he was right. I was reminded once more that even the most powerful could be toppled from their lofty pedestal.

      “Hey. It will get better.”

      “With time,” I hissed bitterly, turning away from him and disentangling myself from his lap, even though that was exactly where I wanted to be.

      And that was way too confusing for me to even think about right now.

      “Yes. It’s all the Academy can talk about now because it was front page news and it’s fresh—”

      Shuddering, I whispered, “Thank God, Uncle Royce managed to get an injunction on that story.”

      “Most people know not to fuck around with a Gildermann,” Winston said drily.

      “Tell that to the rest of the school. They’re all having an easy time of it,” I whispered, hating how true that was.

      Everyone was frightened of the Gildermanns. We were president makers. We were the people you wanted to know in a pinch. We funded more political campaigns than any family in the States, and had our fingers in so many pies, we were bigger than Sara Lee.

      “That’s because you’re letting them get the better of you.”

      I frowned at him. “What do you mean?”

      “If you let them treat you this way then it will only carry on. They, for whatever reason, want you out. They’ll keep on pushing until it happens.”

      This from a man who didn’t even realize the extent of what had gone down today, and he was right.

      They did want me out.

      But the question was, who were they in particular?

      Sure, Mathieu’s friends and Regan, but who else?

      And why?

      This didn’t make any sense.

      But Winston was right.

      They’d turned the queen into a pawn, and I was letting them. I was letting them move me around the board, shuffle me here and there at their whim.

      I wasn’t sure what I was most ashamed of.

      The fact that thousands of people had seen me orgasm, or the inherent weakness inside me that meant someone could target me this way, and all I wanted to do was sob about it…
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      I’d spent the entirety of the night before doing homework and building up my mental defenses for day two. I needed a plan, a way to defend myself from them, but I had no idea what I was doing.

      That morning, I was hesitant to even get out of the car when we pulled up, but I knew if I didn’t go in then things would be even worse. They’d think they had won, and even as beaten down as I was, I couldn’t let them have that. It didn’t help that Angela had texted me saying she was getting a lift from her dad—BS. She was avoiding me too.

      The containment had started. I was officially the Ebola of the school.

      “Have a good day, Briar,” Winston called as I opened the door. “Don’t let the bastards get you down.”

      “Thanks, you too,” I replied, forcing my voice to seem like I was in a good mood when all I wanted was to be back on his lap again.

      If I couldn’t have that, then throwing up, screaming and hurling breakable objects at the walls would have been preferable, but that wasn’t how my family raised me. Women from the Gildermann family were expected to behave with a certain amount of decorum. I wouldn’t be much of a Gildermann if I let people below me influence me.

      Of course, most Gildermanns hadn’t been recorded climaxing, so I probably wasn’t the right person to be spouting shit about what people in my family should or shouldn’t do...

      Sucks to be me.

      As soon as I pushed open the heavy, oak front doors to the Academy, I felt the stares and heard the whispers. From the fully wooden-paneled entryway, with its central staircase that led to no less than four different landings, they were all there, watching me, gossiping, just the same as yesterday, but today I held my chin high. I’d hopefully see Angela later if she hadn’t totally given up on me, and that would be nice, but these people had no effect on me.

      I was a queen.

      It was time I remembered that.

      The light streaming in from the windows of the door I’d just come through dimmed, and I found myself having to suppress a shudder. Someone was walking directly behind me, so close that I could feel the brush of their clothes against my own. It had to be one of Mathieu’s friends, they were the only ones who would be so brazen, and it was definitely not Regan’s style—plus I couldn’t smell her shitty perfume, so I knew I wasn’t about to be bitch-slapped by her petty cheerleader ass.

      Because I didn’t think Flynn would do something again so soon, that left Blake or Lennox. There was a fifty-fifty shot of getting it right, so I decided to take a chance and said, “Len, can you back off? I need room to breathe at least.”

      “And miss getting a waft of that sweet honey and cream? Not a chance.” Lennox’s voice sounded in my ear right before he made a loud sniffing sound. “From what I’ve heard, you taste as good as you smell.”

      He was quoting the video back to me, which made my stomach turn. Of course, it wasn’t just the straight intercourse that the video included. Oh, no. It was the foreplay as well. Me rocking myself on Mathieu’s tongue while he paid me compliments whenever he came up for air. He had claimed that I tasted of honey and cream.

      One of the hardest things had been to trust him enough to let him go down on me, and when he’d been paying me compliments like that, it had made everything okay. Then, when the video appeared online, it was obvious that the compliments were being given so they could get some good shots of my sex without his head in the way, because whenever he spoke, the camera zoomed in on my pussy.

      God, this was going to wreck sex for me for life.

      I just knew it.

      “That’s called perfume,” I rasped, his words messing with my head more than he probably imagined, more than he dared hope. “Most women wear it. Maybe your mommy can teach you about it so you don’t make an idiot of yourself again,” I quipped without even turning around to look at him.

      He didn’t respond, just pushed past me so hard that he knocked me to the ground. I had to drop my books to get my hands out in front of me fast enough so my face didn’t connect with the tiled floor. The only problem with the situation now, was that my hips landed on my books, making my ass stick up in the air, and fuck me, they dug into my soft belly, making me squeal with pain. Before I could recover and get off of them, laughter echoed off the walls all around me.

      I was a queen. I was a queen. I was a goddamned queen.

      I breathed and shoved myself upright, gathering my books before ducking my head, and squirreling away to class. Tuesdays and Thursdays were hour and a half long classes, so I only had a few—Business Law and Public Speaking.

      Fun stuff.

      Not.

      My Business Law class was just around the corner, and when I walked in, I had to fight not to groan. The third member of the annoying trio was sitting there, glaring at me, as though I had any choice about being in the same class as him. I tried to ignore him and grabbed a seat on the other side of the auditorium-style classroom, which thankfully hadn’t filled up yet. It was strange to me how the classes at Gildermann were always small, but styled as though they were big.

      Of course, Regan walked in a moment later. She smiled and waved at Blake with her free hand, but when she saw me, her whole expression soured. Without missing a beat, she corrected her course so she was heading straight toward me.

      Regan placed her foot on the first step, as though she was going to go and sit in one of the higher back rows, which was highly unlike her, and launched herself forward. The coffee that she’d grabbed from the stall outside the building went flying, as did her books. She caught herself though, right as her coffee landed all over me.

      I screeched. The liquid was so hot that it was scalding my skin, even through my shirt.

      “What the flapjack, Briar! You tripped me!” Regan cried. We weren’t allowed to curse on school grounds, at least not where a professor could hear you, so students came up with creative words instead. A lot of the professors didn’t care and would look the other way or issue a verbal warning, but Professor Trinton, who taught all of the law-based classes, was not one of those professors.

      “Briar, Regan, what’s going on?” Professor Trinton called out, as he set his leather satchel down and came over to investigate.

      “She tripped me as I was going up the stairs,” Regan all but sobbed, as she rubbed her knees as though the girl didn’t spend enough time on them already.

      “I did no such thing. Regan fell and deliberately threw her coffee over me,” I ground out, plucking at my shirt and trying to ignore the fact the bastard was staring at my tits that were revealed through the sodden fabric.

      “Do either of you have any proof of your claims?” the professor asked, his eyes darting everywhere but where they should be.

      I gestured to the coffee all over me. “How much more proof do you need?” Hell, he’d already started salivating over just how much evidence there was.

      “Any proof that it was premeditated and not just how the coffee fell?” Trinton raised his bushy black eyebrows as he finally looked me in the eyes. When I didn’t respond, he said, “Right, well, with a lack of evidence your case is tossed out. Briar, go clean up, and get yourself one of the spare shirts from lost and found. Regan, find a seat somewhere away from Ms. Gildermann please.”

      I watched, slack-jawed, as Regan picked up her books, which she’d momentarily set on the table next to mine, and went to go and sit by Blake. There wasn’t a sound in the room as I left. When I was out of the door, I made the stupid mistake of glancing over my shoulder, only to make eye contact with Regan who smiled sweetly at me and waved.

      Bitch.

      Of course, there were no shirts my size in the Lost and Found. That would be too easy. Instead, I ended up with a shirt that barely buttoned over my breasts. I wasn’t super well-endowed in that area, but I wasn’t flat chested either. If I moved the wrong way, then the pink bow in the middle of my Agent Provocateur bra was visible. Just what I needed. I was thankful, however, that I hadn’t worn the sheer bra I’d been planning on—Trinton would have probably gotten a hard on if I had. At least if this shirt popped open no one would see my nipples with this bra.

      When I made it back to class, I walked in with my head held high, silently repeating my new mantra that I was a queen the whole time.

      My gaze darted to Blake and Regan, and I could have sworn I saw a flash of something in Blake’s eyes. Something like hunger, before his lip curled in a sneer—I truly wasn’t sure which was more terrifying. His disgust or his lust. Both were unsettling when I was trying to slide under the radar.

      I took my seat and tried to catch up to where the class was, but my mind was focused on Blake and Regan. They were clearly out for blood, and while I knew where Winston was coming from, the idea that I just needed to rise above it was looking more and more impossible. I took a deep breath and felt the buttons across my chest pull tight.

      Okay, no more deep breaths.

      By the time class was over, I’d finally managed to focus on the lecture and not the lesson I wanted to teach Blake and Regan. Angela was waiting for me at lunch and I felt a small modicum of relief that I didn’t have to eat alone.

      “What happened to you? Did someone challenge you to a Britney off? You’ve got the whole circa nineteen ninety-eight look down, just so you know. I mean, minus the... what is that? Coffee? In your hair?”

      “Regan,” was all I needed to say.

      “I think I have a spare shirt in my locker if you want to borrow it?” Angela offered between bites of salad.

      “Really? That would be amazing.” I sighed with relief at not having to wear this shirt for the rest of the morning.

      “I’ll go get it, just hang out here for a minute, okay?” Angela popped up from her seat and had hurried out of the cafeteria before I’d even had a chance to respond. Though I was grateful for the shirt, I’d have appreciated the company.

      While she was gone, I downed my lunch and had already started scrolling through Instagram when my phone buzzed. It was a picture of me sent from a blocked number. It had obviously just been taken, and my eyes moved of their own accord, trying to catch whoever was taking photos of me, but it could have been anyone.

      Most of the other students were on their phones, and while some were facing me, some weren’t, but could have easily been angled to do so for a moment just to perpetuate my torment.

      Another buzz.

      Another photo.

      This one was of the gaping part of my shirt. Displaying the delicate pink bow that was positioned between my breasts.

      Another buzz.

      Another photo.

      This time of my ass in the air from when I’d fallen over in the hall earlier that morning.

      My throat tightened at the sight, and puking was looking like more of a possibility.

      Angela came back as it buzzed again, but this time I ignored it. She was very obviously missing a shirt. “It wasn’t there,” she hissed at me. “My locker was open and the spare uniform I had in there was gone, along with my Advanced Multivariable Calculus book.” Angela was one of the few girls I knew who was damn good at math. The lucky part was, not only was she good at it, but she enjoyed it as well.

      “Why would someone steal your uniform and your calc book?”

      “Hell if I know. Fruitcakes, all of them,” she grumbled.

      “I’m going to go and try to get the coffee out of my hair at least,” I said, as I pushed to my feet.

      I was in the middle of wetting my hair down in the sink when the door burst open and Regan and her pack of hyenas walked in.

      “Oh, em, gee... are you washing your hair in the bathroom?” Regan asked, horrified by the prospect.

      “Just getting the rest of your coffee out of it,” I countered, trying to maintain that queenly composure I’d been working on all day.

      “Well, we wouldn’t want to interrupt bath time,” Regan mocked.

      “Mama called that a whore’s bath,” added one of the girls behind Regan. I didn’t recognize her, so I assumed she must have been a freshman.

      “Well, it does fit with the new look I suppose,” Regan replied, as she tapped her finger on her chin. “Try to come out fully dressed, okay? We do have some standards to maintain at Gildermann.”

      I wanted to slap all of them, even the ones who didn’t say anything, because they were complicit. The posse headed out, evidently just coming into the bathroom to harass me.

      My phone buzzed loudly in my purse.

      I pulled it out and looked. The website from yesterday had been updated. I hesitated before clicking on the link.

      Did I really want to see?

      No.

      Was I better prepared if I knew what was on there?

      Yes.

      The website loaded quickly and I found that the photos had been updated. Now not only were there ones suggesting I was pregnant, but there was another picture of me after I’d tripped over my books, and one of Lennox right behind me. The caption under the two claimed I was offering my services to him. There was no doubt about what kind of services they meant when my ass was propped up over my books for all to see.

      The next set were the ones texted to me during lunch. My shirt barely staying closed and one that I hadn’t seen, making me look like I was trying to seduce someone. I hadn’t made that expression though. The photo was clearly edited. Great. There was another pregnancy related one, this time me stuffing my mouth with my lunch.

      Finally, there was the piece de resistance. A headline that read, “Unwed and pregnant. Briar kicked out of home?” Then a photo that one of Regan’s bitches must have taken, making it look like I was bathing in the bathroom.

      Fabulous. Just fabulous.

      At least my day would be over soon. I just had to get through public speaking first.
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      When Blake smirked at me from his seat that was front and center of the stage where I was standing behind a podium, I recognized that the thing about being terrorized? It didn’t let up.

      And yeah, I’d cranked the level up from bullying to terrorizing because of the fact they were coming at me from all angles.

      Harassing me.

      Stalking me.

      I had enough evidence from the texts I’d received to prove that someone was trying, and succeeding, to torment me, but who was I going to talk with?

      The faculty?

      I snorted.

      They wouldn’t help.

      If anything, I’d get blamed. That had been their stance from our meeting over the summer, and even though I was a Gildermann, I knew they wouldn’t help me. Men, after all, were allowed to have sex. Women should abstain, and if they didn’t, they were sluts. That was pretty much the official stance.

      Last year, a girl had been assaulted by a diplomat’s son. An attack that had been justified, apparently, because she wore provocative clothing.

      Gildermann Academy was that place. The place that, if it had been anywhere other than a haven for the elite, it would have been in the press with the media slating it for its seventeenth century moral code.

      Which left me with no help from the staff here at the Academy, not without having to take on some of the blame myself.

      I refused to believe that having an orgasm, in what I’d assumed was a committed relationship, made me some kind of Jezebel. But that would be the official stance. I knew it like I knew my hot pink-cheeked face in the mirror.

      Thus far, this disaster had been semi-contained with the injunction Uncle Royce had set on several media outlets. But I wasn’t sure how long that would last, not with Flynn hanging around, his family media empire an albatross around my neck, but I had to try and contain the damage, to limit the fallout as much as I could.

      Why?

      Because my Uncle Robert was running for governor this year. The family had their eyes on him for the twenty twenty-eight presidential campaign, and we’d all been warned to be on our best behavior.

      That meant my hands were tied, and as I stared at Blake, who was smirking at me, I wanted nothing more than to use those tied hands to garrote him.

      “The World Bank estimates that over one hundred and forty-three million people will be migrants to avoid the effects of climate change on their region by twenty fifty. With ecoanxiety on the rise, as well as the surge of carbon emissions after years of a decrease in the U.S. alone—” I recited, my brain trying to stay on track as Blake put me through my paces.

      Every time I glanced down at the notes I’d quickly put together, I saw the video he had playing on a loop.

      Me.

      Mathieu.

      A literal front row seat of my own vagina from the podium, all while trying to get through the class assignment that had been thrown at us at the start of class.

      “The ability to speak in public is just one asset a future influencer needs in his arsenal. But the true test is to create a speech that will change public perception on the hoof,” Professor Altern had declared the second we’d taken a seat and class had begun.

      He’d given us ten minutes to prep something, of our choice, to combat one of the five questions he’d told us had been hurled at a politician at some point in the past eight months.

      I’d selected: What are you going to do, Senator, to help U.S. citizens affected by climate change?

      It was a cause close to my heart, and I was one of those irritating people that could quote statistics about the state of our world, so putting together a compelling answer hadn’t been hard. Speaking in front of the fifteen-strong class hadn’t been hard either.

      But Blake?

      Seated there, cocky as fuck, with that video playing…

      It was hard.

      And it was an escalation. Even as I recognized that, I turned my focus to the audience where Professor Altern’s eyes were glittering as he stared at my tits in the too small shirt.

      God, I just wanted the world to swallow me up and never spit me out again.

      Blake wasn’t doing anything wrong from the Professor’s angle, and there was no way he was going to move when he was looking at my tits like he was on the brink of climaxing from the view alone.

      I wanted to scream, wanted to hurl my textbooks at them, but somehow? Somehow, I managed to get through it.

      I reeled off my speech with an aplomb worthy of a fucking politician, and then retreated to my side of the auditorium where I had a circle around me like I was Chernobyl or something.

      I was happy about the ‘no touch’ zone, though, and hunkered down to watch the rest of the presentations. I could have coasted, could have let myself choke over what today represented, but I didn’t.

      I focused.

      Knowing Professor Altern from last year, I was well aware he’d ask for us to critique each other’s speeches for next class, so I took notes and forced myself to forget anything other than the fact that I was nineteen and a sophomore at college. For those few moments in time, I shoved aside the reality that I was a Gildermann, ignored the sex tape that was currently ruining me, and was a just student.

      Though I wanted nothing more than to escape the second Altern let us go, I didn’t.

      I waited.

      Waited until I watched Blake leave.

      He didn’t want to go. I could see that. His eyes narrowed on me as he left the auditorium, but he did go as soon as he saw Altern wandering my way.

      “Is everything okay, Briar?” the professor inquired, his gaze switching between my tits and my eyes.

      He had to know I was anything but okay, but I gritted my teeth at his audacity, and asked, “Can we focus a critique on one student to reach the set word count?”

      He tipped his chin. “You can critique one speech to that extent?”

      I’d surprised him. “Yes. Blake’s statistics were all wrong.” That was the only satisfaction I’d gotten from this class. Though Blake had spoken like a political candidate in the making, he’d used statistics backed by organizations with little clout. I could definitely waste a thousand words finding ways to slay him.

      Altern shrugged. “As long as you hit a thousand words and critique at least one speech that wasn’t yours, I don’t care what you do.”

      “Good.” I shot him a tight smile and, grabbing my books, used them to shield my breasts from his interested gaze. Why did men think they could get away with this shit?

      What made him think he could look at me this way?

      God, I was sick of men. Sick of them thinking they were the be-all and end-all because they possessed a cock.

      I was surrounded by them. Not just cock-owners, but pricks who seemed to think they could get away with treating me this way.

      My family, my boyfriend…

      Did I have ‘use me and abuse me’ written on my forehead?

      My throat felt tight as I escaped Altern’s leering glances and his offer to ‘help’ me outside of office hours.

      Unable to believe his audacity, I realized that not even the teaching staff were going to help me. If anything, they were going to take advantage of the situation, and abide by Gildermann’s outdated notions that any woman who had sex outside of wedlock was some kind of slut and worthy of no respect.

      Feeling like I’d time warped into the Victorian era, I rushed out of the Academy, ignoring the fact I’d agreed to meet with Angela again, and was grateful Winston was just pulling up in the drive even though I’d only texted him a few minutes ago—it usually took him longer than that to get here from wherever he was when I was in school.

      My brows rose at the sight of the car, but when he jumped out, his eyes darkened as he stared at me in surprise. Unlike with everyone else, when his gaze drifted over the too tight shirt, I didn’t feel dirty.

      I felt alive.

      It was such a strange sensation to be feeling when I’d only just mentally railed men for leering at me like they had the right to. But Winston didn’t make me feel cheap. He didn’t make me feel like a slut, and his gaze was warm with appreciation, not the cold chill of someone who wanted to use my situation against me. Who thought he had power over me because of the position I was in.

      Under his warm gaze, I felt almost like a caterpillar breaking out of its chrysalis. It was a stupid likeness, but I couldn’t help how he made me feel.

      Then, just as that curious warmth spread through my veins like warm maple syrup oozing through the bone-deep chill in my soul after the past few days, he cleared his throat and dipped his chin at the car.

      My brow puckered as I stepped down the large stone flags toward the vehicle. As I approached him, I whispered, “What is it?”

      “Royce,” he replied under his breath.

      Eyes flashing with disquiet, I asked, “Where?”

      “In the car.” He looked at me, those deep quartz-like eyes of his grounding me through the sudden flush of anxiety that surged at the mention of my uncle’s name. He couldn’t say a word, but he hesitated to open the door, letting me gain some semblance of composure as I waited for an interview with my uncle that had most senators shaking in their seats.

      Swallowing, I gave him in an infinitesimal dip of my chin and he opened the door for me. I tried to take comfort from the fire in his gaze, one that didn’t come from attraction but was, instead, his way of assuring me, of trying to imbue me with strength.

      I wasn’t sure when this had started to happen with Winston. Wasn’t sure if it was the gentle way he’d approached me with news on the tape, or if it was his stalwart strength as we went to the cops. Had it been the way he’d had my back as I spoke with Gildermann’s faculty or just how he’d held me yesterday?

      I couldn’t say for sure, but I was grateful he was here. That I wasn’t handling this alone.

      Releasing a sharp breath as the darkness of the limo’s cab was revealed to me, I took an awkward seat. There were ways we were taught how to climb into a limo, and usually I ignored those rules when I was alone. Now? I used every ounce of the social graces that had been pounded into me.

      I sat down and swiveled my legs inside, keeping my spine straight as I tilted back and was finally seated in place. Appreciation flashed in Winston’s eyes as I murmured, “Thank you, Winston.”

      If my voice sounded hoarse, then that was because of the pressure I was under, and my uncle could think what he damn well wanted.

      “You’re welcome, Miss Gildermann,” he rasped in response and closed the door, removing the only ally I had in the vicinity from close proximity.

      As I turned to look into the cab, I shot my glowering uncle a small smile. “Uncle Royce, what an unexpected surprise.”

      Talk about understatement of the century.

      He had a tumbler of whisky in his hand, and straight off the bat, my insides were shot to shit at the sight.

      Royce was mean on a good day. With whisky in him? He was cutting to the point where his words could flay you.

      Having seen my Aunt Ergidia be on the receiving end of that for years while I lived with them, I knew when to avoid my uncle and that would be right about now.

      But considering I was sharing a five-by-ten feet space with him?

      There was no avoiding this confrontation, no avoiding it whatsoever.

      God help me, but I was more terrified of my uncle than anything Mathieu’s friends were capable of.

      They were little boys in the face of my uncle’s ire, and from the glower on Royce’s face?

      He was more than angry.

      I felt the burn of his wrath all the way over here.

      
        
        ❖

        Briar

      

      

      

      “Briar, it’s nice to see you again. You’re looking well,” Uncle Royce greeted, his words not matching his body language.

      “It’s nice to see you too, Uncle Royce,” I replied, putting emphasis on the uncle part as I crossed my legs at the ankles like I’d been taught during my etiquette classes in finishing school. The last thing I wanted was for him to forget that I was his niece, that we were blood, and that he was supposed to protect me from the wolves, not growl at me because he was one too.

      “Feels like I’ve been hearing a lot about you these last few days,” he remarked as he swirled the amber liquid in his glass before taking a healthy swig. Okay, more than a swig, he finished the glass and poured himself more from the cut-crystal decanter that was resting in the ice bucket on the side of the car.

      “Oh?” I prompted, not willing to implicate myself in anything that he didn’t already know about.

      “Indeed. Three different faculty members contacted me privately about a website that’s popped up. It’s been very enlightening.”

      “What’s the website about?” I inquired, still playing dumb. I knew I was walking on a knife’s edge, but talking with Uncle Royce was like playing a game of Russian Roulette, where everything would be going along fine and then bang, you’re dead.

      “Enough, Briar,” he stated, his voice a low snarl. “You’ve spread those pretty legs of yours and disgraced our family name. What the fuck am I supposed to do with a whore of a niece who might be pregnant and isn’t even able to take care of herself?

      “You knew how important these upcoming years were, and yet you decided to fuck around. Well, young lady, if you’re that eager to spoil yourself, then I have some colleagues who would be very interested in meeting you. They’ve promised a very healthy donation to my campaign in return for a few hours of your company. The day after tomorrow… keep your evening free.”

      He took another sip of his whisky while my stomach roiled and my mouth gaped. Was he seriously trying to whore me out? The man was a politician to his core, so he was willing to at least entertain the idea of anything that could advance his goals, but this?

      “Uncle, I’m happy to attend any events you want me to, but I’m busy with school otherwise,” I whispered shakily, trying to protect myself while giving him something to work with. All the while I felt like clawing at the limo’s interior in an attempt to escape.

      I’d just been tossed down the rabbit hole without any LSD to cushion my fall.

      “I don’t need you at events yet, not with this still fresh on everyone’s minds. When it comes time for me to have a family, or whatever other bullshit Robert needs, you will be there. What I need from you now is to show these gentlemen a good time. Let them see that pretty pink pussy of yours, since you apparently have no qualms about letting others see it, and the rest of this nonsense will be brushed under the rug.” He gestured with the whisky glass, but all I saw was the heavy gold watch he wore, which was winking in the light.

      “No,” I said. The word came out as a whisper instead of strong and defiant like I’d hoped.

      “What did you just say?” Royce put the glass down and looked at me, leaning forward so he could rest his elbows on his knees, which made his gut hang between his legs.

      “No.” The word dropped like a bomb into the limo.

      Anger rolled off him like a tidal wave as it crashed into me, and spit frothed at the corners of his mouth as he snarled, “I raised you, you ungrateful little cunt. You’ll do as I say.”

      “I’m not a whore, Uncle Royce. The video was taken without my consent. I was in a relationship with the man I was with. I’d hardly call that the activity of a slut,” I argued, managing to piece together some words to combat his vile suggestion.

      I was scared of Uncle Royce.

      Always had been, always would be. He was volatile, fickle, and Ergidia often wore the bruises to prove it. But whatever I’d expected, it wasn’t what I got.

      As though I’d challenged him to a fistfight, he rushed me, lunging across the small space of the limo to reach me. For a man of his size, he moved fast, and his thick, sausage-like fingers wrapped around my throat as he pinned me to the back of my seat. My air slowly cut off, and as I pulled at his arms and the hand around my neck, I realized that there was no way I could get this man off me.

      My eyes felt like they were being pushed out of my head and my throat felt like it had been crushed by a semi, not a man’s hand as he choked me. Revealing a side of himself I had known existed, but had never truly seen with my own eyes.

      God, how had Aunt stayed with him?

      For money? Power? Or just out of plain fear?

      “You listen to me, you little slut. I put up with having you in my house, under my feet, getting in my way for years—now, you owe me. This is not up for negotiation, you do not have the right to refuse. You can, and will, spread those legs for anyone I deem worthy, and you will make them think that they have the biggest, best dick you’ve ever seen. Are we clear?”

      Some of his spit was even able to loosen itself and land on my face while his eyes were wild with his anger, and his whisky breath blew over me.

      I couldn’t get any air out, let alone words. My lungs were starting to burn, and I prayed that Winston had some clue as to what was going on since my feet were frantically kicking at the floorboards.

      I couldn’t believe only a few minutes ago I had been worried about pissant things like being terrorized by some stupid boys, and now, I felt like I was about to die. Part of my brain was insisting that he wouldn’t go through with it, but the rest of me was too busy panicking to pay attention. The edges of my vision were dimming, fading out into black until it felt like I was looking at him through a tunnel.

      All the times I’d seen Uncle Royce threaten Aunt Ergidia with a glance that had her trembling played in my head on a loop as he instructed, “Winston will pick you up tomorrow night. Wear a nice dress.” It was the last thing I heard before the darkness claimed me.

      When I awoke, I was in my apartment on the couch. I didn’t want to move because I knew the pain was coming. Ergidia was always fragile and moved carefully after one of Royce’s fits—I guess I knew why now. Especially if he…

      God, did he rape her too?

      The urging of my bladder was the only thing persuasive enough to get me to shift myself. As soon as I tried to lift my head, pain shot through my neck as though the vertebrae had been fused together and I was trying to break them apart.

      “Easy,” a male voice cautioned. It took my brain a second to catch up to the fact that it was Winston, because at first, all I experienced was outright terror.

      The second his face appeared over me and I felt something cold press against the tender skin of my neck, I released a shaky breath that was loaded with relief—I was safe. Pity floated in his eyes and that was the one thing I didn’t want from him, but God, I knew in my heart, he’d never hurt me.

      “Help me up?” I croaked. My voice was like that of an eighty-year-old who had been smoking two packs a day.

      Strong, warm hands wrapped around one of my own and the back of my neck, gently moving me into a sitting position. My head spun and I had a brief moment where I wondered if getting a concussion from being choked to the point of a black out was possible, but even if it was, it wasn’t like I could go to the hospital for it.

      Fuck, people thought money set you free. It didn’t. It tied you into a world of debt that required a different method of payment.

      “How are you feeling?” Winston asked. Concern pinched the dark slashes of his eyebrows together, and even though the room was mostly dark, I knew that his face was flushed with anger.

      “Like my uncle just tried to kill me.”

      Talking evidently triggered a coughing fit, one that had Winston rushing to get a trash can as I threw up what little I’d had to eat that day. He scooped my hair away from my face, and when I was done humiliating myself in front of him, he handed me a fresh ice pack, which I plonked down on my forehead as though it was going to save me from what was in my near future.

      A knot formed in my throat at that thought.

      There was no way I could do what he asked, but what would Royce do to me if I didn’t? My stomach churned once again, but I was in no danger of vomiting this time, this was purely moral outrage.

      “What set him off?” Winston questioned gruffly, his hand slowly petting my arm. I wanted to huddle into him but couldn’t so took as much comfort from his touch as I could.

      “I told him I didn’t want to be his whore,” I answered, before covering my throat with the ice pack and motioning for a pen and paper with my other hand. Talking hurt too much, and if I was supposed to pretend like this hadn’t happened, then I needed to save my voice where I could.

      “What?” Anger flared on Winston’s features for a moment before he stood and grabbed a pen and paper from the counter.

      Quickly, I scribbled, Some of his influential friends have seen the tape and want to “spend time” with me in return for big donations.

      If I thought I’d seen my driver/crush angry before, then it was nothing compared to now. He pushed up from the edge of the coffee table where he was seated and paced into the kitchen before moving into the bathroom. I heard the tap running and waited to see what was going on. The noise of the water reminded me that I had to pee, though, so I pushed up from the couch and stumbled, my head spinning once more, as I made my way to the bathroom.

      “You shouldn’t be up and about yet,” Winston scolded, when I found him with a white-knuckled grip on the thick, marble sink.

      “I have to pee,” I whispered, before breaking out into another coughing fit.

      He moved aside and let me in the bathroom. I noticed the water droplets running down his cheeks, indicating he’d washed his face—to cool off?—and wanted to smooth them away with my hands, but that wasn’t for me to do. Instead, I shut the door in his face and turned on the fan to give myself some perceived privacy. When I was done, I stood and looked at myself in the mirror for a long time.

      The bruises on my neck were the worst offenders, turning a reddish-purple even as I looked at them, but I could cover those with makeup. It may take a bucket load of foundation and concealer, but it was doable. The problem was the burst blood vessel in my eye. I could use some eye drops and that might help, but it wouldn’t make it invisible. I could only imagine what that website was going to say tomorrow. I was sure it would be updated with detailed photos and suggestions about my illicit activities, all of which would only add fuel to the fire that was Uncle Royce’s rage.

      When I came back out of the bathroom, I discovered that Winston had set up some pillows and a blanket on the couch.

      After I was able to catch his eye and raise an eyebrow in question, he told me, “I’m staying the night. You go to bed and get some rest. I’m going to make sure nothing bothers you, and if you need to go to the hospital or something, I’ll be here.” He paused, and I was genuinely touched by his thoughtfulness. “I don’t agree with what he’s doing, and I’ll help you any way I can, okay?”

      I nodded, even though it caused me to wince in pain, and grabbed my ice pack and phone before heading into my bedroom. There was nothing I could do other than pray that tomorrow would be better, and that something, anything, got me out of the ‘dates’ Royce had set me up on.

      The following morning, as I crawled into the shower and the cold water hit me, I still felt like death warmed over.

      Probably because I kind of was.

      Much longer and Royce could have…

      Everyone in the family knew he was unstable, but he’d never done anything so brazen before. We were that kind of family. No marks, no bruises. Everything had to be perfect, groomed to within an inch of our life, and constantly, no matter how exhausting it was, camera ready.

      Royce’s breach of control scared me, and not just because of the physical threat he’d issued my way, but because it was a catalyst for a change that I would never be ready to deal with.

      When it happened once?

      It could happen again.

      And again.

      If I didn’t take a stand, I’d find myself being whored out to satisfy his creepy friends just to stop myself from being under threat.

      But as the warm water hit my back, as tension strummed through my bones, I didn’t know what to do or where to turn because I was alone.

      My eyes burned. Not just from the tears, but from the stinging that came from the broken blood vessels. They’d lessened some, but I looked like I’d been on an all-night binge, which was just going to make things fine and dandy at the Academy.

      Next thing I knew, I’d be considered an abusive mother-to-be who didn’t care a damn about the baby I wasn’t carrying…

      That was all I needed.

      I didn’t rush through my ablutions, since I saw no point. Instead, I killed some time under the water, letting the heat sink into my bones as I thought about what I’d wear to cover up the bruises.

      Make up wouldn’t do that great of a job, but equally, it was too hot for a turtleneck.

      Ugh, I could go the whole ‘Pink Lady’ route and wear a jaunty scarf around my throat, but that wasn’t exactly my style.

      I was Donna Karan and Vera Wang, not Jean Paul Gautier. I wore slimline cuts and neatly tailored pantsuits. I was only nineteen, but I dressed like I was in my thirties, and within the confines of the uniform we wore, there wasn’t much leeway given to me.

      Eventually, I decided to leave the shower and felt damn brave for it too. The last person I wanted to face was Winston who, though I appreciated his having spent the night, wasn’t exactly someone I wanted to see me in this state.

      Pride pricked, vanity stung, I looked into the mirror of my dressing table and swallowed down a double dose of Ibuprofen before I got to work on the hatchet job that was my current look.

      After coating my face liberally in makeup, I grabbed a Hermes handkerchief that was long enough to use as a scarf, and tucked it around my throat like a—oh, the irony—choker. It almost fit with my uniform, and I didn’t think the faculty would have an issue with my wearing it. It was, after all, as innocuous as a necklace.

      If it boiled down to it, I’d deal with the dean himself and show him what had happened. I’d have to claim I’d been attacked, but that was better than having to brazen things out to the whole school.

      Even as I was trying to come out with a plausible story, I headed into the kitchen of my loft apartment and jerked to a halt when I saw Winston standing at the sink. His hands were under the water, and I saw the liquid seeping off was tinged a faint pink, like he’d been washing meat under the spray.

      As I saw blood pool on his knuckles, I startled and blurted out, “Are you all right?”

      He didn’t react as though I surprised him by being there, if anything, the way he looked over his shoulder at me told me that he knew I’d been there all along. “I’m fine.”

      I scowled. “How can you be? Your knuckles are bleeding.”

      “They’ve bled before and they’ll bleed again.”

      The strange words had my head tilting to the side, and even though I wasn’t sure why, I whispered, “What have you done?”

      He blinked at me, then turned back to face the stainless-steel backsplash.

      It was such an ordinary sight, a man standing at the sink, until you saw the blood and the raw state of his fists.

      I stepped over to him, my regulation heels clacking against the stone floor as I walked. When he didn’t utter a peep, just carried on rinsing his hands and staring down at the swirling red droplets that poured down the drain with a frequency that made me wince, I grabbed a clean towel from the drawer beside the sink and reached over and shut off the water.

      “Come here,” I muttered, reaching for his wrist and turning him toward me.

      The second the water stopped running, blood began to ooze, and I winced again, pressing the fabric to the wounded flesh.

      “What happened?” I asked, my voice low as I kept my head tilted down.

      Whatever I’d expected to see this morning, it wasn’t this. It wasn’t Winston bleeding in my kitchen.

      “You don’t want to know,” he replied blandly, and his tone had me tipping my head back to stare at him, to look him dead in the eye.

      What I saw?

      It had me gulping.

      There was fire banked in his gaze, a fire I’d mistaken for ice. He sounded cold, cool. Like I was boring him. Like he was disinterested.

      Instead, his adrenaline was running high, and I felt the burn all the way from over here.

      His pupils were pinpricks, and there was a faint blush riding the crest of his cheeks. As he stared at me, his features blank of expression, his eyes told me a thousand tales, each one hot enough to make me wet.

      Licking my lips, I murmured, “Winston?”

      He jerked his chin upright. “The less you know, the better.”

      What the hell?

      Keeping my eyes on his, I pressed, “Royce?”

      He tilted his head to the side. “You don’t want to know,” he repeated, and fury surged inside me.

      “I’m not a child,” I growled at him, but even though I wanted to scream, I kept my hold on the towel firm as I pressed it to his knuckles. His right fist was pink and abraded, but the left was bloody and oozing.

      “No, you’re not,” he countered calmly. “I wouldn’t want to fuck you raw if you were.”

      A choked sound escaped me, one that was a combination of need and surprise. It was as rough as his words, as untamed as them too.

      I licked my lips. “You want me?”

      He narrowed his eyes. “You playing games with me, Princess?”

      “I’m not a princess,” I rasped back.

      “No? From where I’m standing, you’re up in your ivory tower.”

      I gritted my teeth. “I’m no princess,” I reiterated. “And if I was, ivory towers sound pretty damn lonely to me.”

      The second the words were out, I wondered what the fuck I was playing at.

      Was I leading him on? Or did I intend for this to go somewhere? And by somewhere, I meant the thirty-step walk to my bedroom.

      Just the thought had the warmth in my belly burning into a heady conflagration that surged through my limbs, making me feel so damn hot inside that every item of clothing felt restrictive and like my insides were boiling.

      “You willing to sully your hands with the help?” Winston questioned rawly, his nostrils flaring as he leaned down, moving into my space.

      Yesterday, Royce had terrified me when he’d approached me. Now? Winston set me alight with need. But his words stirred a different kind of fire.

      “Are you trying to piss me off?” I snarled. “Frightened of what you admitted?” I stunned myself by leaning onto my tiptoes and getting in his face. The second I was there, his minty breath brushing my mouth, I couldn’t stop myself.

      It was like a different woman leaped out of nowhere. One that was forged from her recent experiences, but also from the fact that this man, though he wasn’t admitting to it, had done something to protect me.

      To get revenge for me.

      And with that one move, he’d jeopardized his future, but he’d done it anyway. Done it for me.

      I wasn’t alone. That was all I could think. He was here, with me, and he was willing to go the extra mile to keep me safe. My arousal and attraction surged together, with the visceral instinct that had been inside every woman since the days we’d lived in caves—safety was a turn on. Especially when you had a T-Rex chasing you down.

      I couldn’t stop myself from nipping at his bottom lip with my teeth, couldn’t refrain from biting down hard enough to have Winston hissing.

      The fire burned hotter in his eyes, and he shoved the towel off his hand, and leaned down to grab a hold of me. He hauled me against him and I let him, fuck, I did more than let him. I helped him. I reached down and dragged my skirt up because I knew what he was going to do…

      He grabbed me behind my knees and lifted me against him. The second he did, I spread my legs and cupped his hips with my thighs, loving that my panty-clad sex rubbed against his belly.

      All the while, he stared at me, his tongue tracing back and forth over the bite marks I’d made in his bottom lip.

      Each time he did that, each time he flickered the tip along the grooves I’d made, I felt it deep in my core. Felt it as though he was flicking the tensile muscle against my clit.

      With a grunt, I rocked my hips against him, dragging my slit over his belly. There wasn’t enough sensation, wasn’t enough contact, but it felt better than nothing.

      “What do you want, princess?”

      Rage had me tensing and I knew that, even though it infuriated the hell out of me, he’d call me that forever now.

      That was his nickname for me and I loathed it, but I knew he didn’t care.

      It was his way of equalizing things, of leveling the status between us, and considering he was security and I was part of a familial dynasty that had helped forge the United States?

      I couldn’t blame him.

      “You,” I rasped, meaning it.

      “You can’t have me,” he replied, as he pressed my back against the kitchen counter. “Not unless you give me something in return.”

      His words sent fear and confusion swirling around inside me, but before I could do more than gape at him, his lips were on mine and his tongue was deep inside me. In less than three seconds, he was fucking my mouth, fucking it like I knew he’d fuck me.

      Excitement hurtled me toward the stratosphere and I wriggled against him, knowing I was safe even if I was in danger of making a huge mistake too. Knowing that he’d protect me, guard me, and defend me was the biggest turn on this side of the Atlantic.

      After the past few weeks of terror, the recent violation of my privacy, and my physical safety being breached, Winston appeared in the shadows as a beacon of light that I craved to touch.

      “Well?” he rasped, as he pulled back, his hard breaths brushing my mouth.

      “Well?” I repeated, dazed to my core. This had exploded out of nowhere. My crush morphing into another stratosphere, all because he’d gone to bat for me at a moment when I was at my most vulnerable.

      “Are you willing to give me something?”

      “What do you want?” I whimpered, leaning into him, my whole body one big ache.

      “Everything,” he breathed into my mouth.

      I mewled my response, then reached for him, and when he delved between us with frantic hands, hissing as he scraped his knuckles against fabric and flesh, I let him.

      I wanted him as badly as he wanted me.

      When his zipper sounded, and I felt his fingers against my core, shoving my panties aside, I didn’t argue.

      I let him.

      I let him fuck my mouth, let him reach for me and press his cock to my slit, and when he thrust deep inside?

      I didn’t care that we hadn’t had the ‘talk.’

      I needed him.

      His cock.

      His come.

      His soul.

      Bare flesh hit bare flesh, and it immediately sent me spiraling. I wasn’t sure which way was up or down, but all I did know was his grunts and my low-pitched groans. His hot flesh and my burning body.

      We were fully dressed, and he’d barely touched me, hadn’t even kissed me that much, and yet I was so ready for him, so desperate for his dick and for him to fuck me, that I started sobbing as I pushed back against him.

      He fit inside me like a key in a lock, one that opened a door I didn’t want to keep closed. Each thrust was like an awakening of my soul. My whole body yearned for his in a way I’d never experienced before. Even with Mathieu, though I’d loved him, I’d held part of myself back, scared of revealing something that would change how he saw me, or stop me from being able to act the part, stop me from keeping up appearances.

      Winston had seen it all though. From his role as security, he knew me in a way that no one else did. Hell, I’d cried in his arms the other day. It wasn’t that long ago, and yet being there in that moment with him, it felt like a different life, a different Briar.

      Now, as he moved inside me, I watched the fire blaze in his eyes. He felt that for me. The heat in his gaze should have melted my uniform from my body as he looked me up and down again and again. My skin prickled under his watchful eyes in the most delicious way.

      His hand slid from my hip and dipped under the edge of my panties, his thumb finding the bundle of nerves that I knew would be my undoing. He swiped against my clit in time with his thrusts and within moments, I was calling his name as my orgasm overtook me. He joined me a moment later after a few, frantic thrusts. I felt his cock jerk inside me, spasming and pulsing along with my own muscles.

      We were both panting heavily when he pulled out, the last of my aftershocks kicking through me as he did so. I hopped down from the counter and headed toward the bathroom to get cleaned up.

      “No.” Winston’s ragged voice called out, catching my attention.

      I paused and turned to face him.

      “No?”

      “Don’t wipe me away. I want my come to soak those sexy fucking panties of yours so you remember what we did this morning,” he ordered, as he took two long strides toward me. His hand cupped my face. “I’m not one of your rich boy-toys. I’m a grown ass man, and I want part of me to be with you all day.”

      His cock was still hanging out of his pants and I could see it getting hard again as he spoke. The man definitely had staying power, that was for sure, which made me want to grin like a kid opening a present. I nodded in response, not trusting my voice, and resettled my panties to where they were supposed to be, instead of crammed to the side. His eyes flicked down as he watched me readjust myself with an edge of a smile playing at the corner of his luscious lips.

      “I’ll go get the car,” he said, tucking his erection into his pants against the waistband.

      I stood there, stunned for a moment, unsure what to say or do, or how to treat the shift in our dynamic. By the time my brain kicked back into gear, the door was clicking shut and he was gone. I grabbed my books and headed down to meet him. Aware that carrying on with our schedule was the only thing I could really do in my position.
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      The morning passed in a blur. After the disagreement about where I should sit in the car—I wanted to sit up front with him and he disagreed—I floated through classes. By the time I was getting ready to finish lunch, the high I’d been feeling was starting to wear off. None of the snarky remarks or insults had gotten to me, and Angela’s life was turbulent enough that she didn’t even seem to notice I wasn’t paying attention through most of lunch.

      “I’m going to go get ready for class,” I told her, as I stood and grabbed my tray. “See you later!”

      My best friend nodded at me and smiled, but I could tell she was suspicious about what had gotten into me. The answer, of course, was Winston, and the fact that every time I went to the bathroom I remembered what we’d done that morning. I saw the marks in my panties from his come, and all I wanted was for him to fuck me again, to fuck me into oblivion until he’d chased away everything that bothered me and I could never come down from the high he’d given me.

      As I left the cafeteria, I felt like someone was following me. I tried to blame it on my paranoid tendencies, but the prickle running down my spine said otherwise.

      Before I’d even made it a few more feet, which was all I needed to get to the door of my classroom, Blake stepped out from the stairwell. I spun around, intending to go into the ladies’ room and wait him out, but Lennox was there, and just behind him was Flynn.

      Oh good, the trio of assholes was in full force.

      I clung to my phone, trying to get the sound recorder app open without giving away what I was doing—I wanted this on file. God only knew what they were going to say to me. But I was working blind and had no idea if it worked or not so I turned back to Blake and held my ground.

      “What do you want?” I snarled at him.

      Blake smiled that infuriatingly enigmatic smile of his and backed into the stairwell. Lennox and Flynn began to crowd me from behind, forcing me to follow Blake if I didn’t want them to touch me, and I definitely didn’t want them touching me. I took a deep breath and followed Blake into the alcove. I didn’t expect them to hurt me, not physically anyway. After all, as bad as they were, none of them were on the same level as Uncle Royce.

      As though my thoughts had played across my face, Blake said, “What’s with the scarf?”

      I glared up at Blake, and not for the first time, was struck by how much he and Mathieu looked alike. They both had piercing gray eyes, dark hair, cheekbones and eyelashes girls would kill for, and bitable lips. The differences were small. Blake’s hair was darker, almost ebony in color, his lips weren’t quite as pouty as Mathieu’s, and his eyes had more of a downward slant to them, which should have made him look sad but he always looked hopeful—when he wasn’t looking at me, that is. The glances he gave me were an odd combo of baleful and wicked. Like I should know something I didn’t.

      “Can’t a girl wear an accessory? I didn’t realize I needed permission now,” I practically spat the words at him, while I felt Lennox and Flynn edge even closer.

      When Blake stepped forward as well, I couldn’t help but gulp. I was pinned between the three of them, and apparently, my traitorous body thought that was hot. A pulse of need thudded between my thighs, unfurling through my belly as my breathing became shallow.

      What the hell was going on with me?

      This was the exact opposite of a turn on, for God’s sake.

      With his eyes glued to mine, I remained frozen in place, waiting for whatever trick they planned to play on me. I had thought his comment about the scarf was just an opening gambit, but when I felt fingers against my throat, pulling the material down, I tensed.

      My free hand came up and tried to bat his away, but it was no use since Flynn’s hand wrapped around my wrist, stopping it from ever reaching its destination.

      I felt every tiny movement of the fabric like it was an earthquake. Shock after shock ran over my skin until Blake had completely pulled the silk away. I looked down, unable to meet his gaze, and saw the fabric clenched in his fist as though he was going to rip it to shreds. That would certainly make more sense now that they knew I was hiding something.

      A hand gripped me by the chin and forced my head up so they could examine my neck. I wanted to scream and cry and punch each of them, but none of that would do any good. No, if I wanted this to be over as quickly as possible then I needed to stay quiet and let them do what they wanted, otherwise, I was just going to end up fighting in the hallways, which would only give Uncle Royce more ammunition.

      “Who the fuck did this to you?” Blake’s words slipped from his full lips like bombs, drawing the other two forward. I hadn’t looked him in the eye since I felt him touch the scarf, but his words caught me and drew me in. They were unexpected, to say the least.

      I had imagined rejoicing, taunting, even glee, but not the fury and rage I saw contorting Blake’s face. He quickly got it under control, making his face the blank mask I was used to but I’d seen it, and he couldn’t hide from it.

      He cared.

      He felt for me.

      And if that wasn’t the most confusing thing in the world, then I didn’t know what was.

      My tormentor gave a shit… what the fuck was that about?

      “They’re fingerprints,” Flynn hissed from his side. His voice sounding just as angry and disgusted as Blake’s.

      “Was it your driver?” Lennox demanded gruffly, crowding me by dropping down to peer at the prints like he could scan them and get a read on who had done this to me.

      “No, no, it wasn’t him!” I whispered, astonished. “Winston would never hurt me.”

      “Briar. Who did this?” Blake questioned again, his mouth tense as he kept his gaze trained on the bruises.

      “It’s none of your damn business,” I managed to say around the lump of tears in my throat.

      I snatched the scarf from Blake’s hand, and stumbled backward between Lennox and Flynn, tying it around my neck in a hurry as I merged into the main hallway.

      That they let me go was astonishing, but I wasn’t about to argue my dumb luck.

      Everything happened in a blur for the rest of the day. I couldn’t pay attention in my classes, and I barely took any notes, only just managing to jot down the homework I needed to do. I was supposed to have a study session that night with Angela, but after a couple of quick texts, I told her I was going home instead.

      When I pushed through the doors of the building my last class was in, I was surprised to see my car, but no Winston. Cheers drew my attention and I wandered around the side of the building. It was only thanks to a dip in the land that I was able to see Winston squaring off against Blake. He wasn’t taking any shots, just holding himself defensively as he moved out of the way of Blake’s punches.

      They were both athletic, both strong men, but Winston probably had at least twelve years of experience on Blake, plus, I knew he’d been trained professionally to stop fights and protect his charge, aka me. I dropped my stuff by the edge of the building and pushed through the crowd, getting elbowed more than once as people, mainly guys, mimicked Blake’s punches.

      By the time I got to the front of the circle, I was sure I’d come away with a few more bruises. Blake’s aggressive attacks had only grown bolder in the time I’d been moving through the crowd. As I went to lunge forward to stop this madness, a set of hands tried reaching for me, attempting to hold me back.

      Lennox.

      He looked more alarmed than anything, and I knew from the little Mathieu had told me that physical violence made Lennox very uncomfortable, so I was sure this was his version of hell.

      I pushed forward, breaking his hold to rush into the center of the circle. “Stop! Please, just stop!”

      My words had no effect.

      Blake was still swinging and the crowd was still roaring. If we weren’t careful, then we’d have professors out here any moment and I’d be in even more trouble.

      “Blake Hennessy! Stop this at once!” I tried again, but my bruised throat made the last few words a screech when he continued ignoring me.

      My voice at least drew Blake’s gaze this time. I saw his eyes dip to the scarf covering the handprint-shaped bruise that cuffed my neck before refocusing on Winston. It was enough to have me jerking forward. I didn’t want to get hit by a stray punch, but if he really believed Winston hurt me, and that’s what this was about, then I was the only one that could stop it.

      “It wasn’t him!” I whisper-yelled when I was close enough.

      Blake shook his head and threw another punch.

      After a moment’s pause, where I tried to think of something, anything, else to say, I stated firmly, “It was my uncle.”

      Piercing gray eyes cut to mine and I didn’t look away. I needed him to know the truth, not only to stop this insanity, but because I didn’t want anyone thinking Winston was capable of what Royce had done to me.

      Blake’s fists dropped down to his side, and the crowd groaned in disappointment at the sight. But as I let the truth shine through my gaze, even if it doomed me to a future of having my body used as entertainment for my uncle’s whims, I stayed fast. Never looking away, not until he recognized the truth in my words and in my body language.
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      I was a bastard.

      I knew that.

      In high school, I’d been one of those prick jocks who everyone loved but feared, and at Gildermann’s, I ran with a crowd of guys who were like me.

      Rich as fuck and with a family name that came tied to a dynasty.

      I’d accepted I was a bastard a long time ago, but what had truly sealed my fate was something that had happened when I was fourteen.

      My prickishness had been salvageable back then. Hope hadn’t been totally lost, and with some careful guidance, I might not have wandered into the Valley of Darkness the way I had, but death couldn’t always be avoided.

      The one bright soul in my family had passed during my fourteenth year. My grandma. The only one worth anything, the only one who gave a shit about me for the sake of me. Not because I was the heir to the family fortune or because I was the eldest grandson, but because she loved me.

      We’d been close.

      Closer than close.

      So much so that when I’d gone to stay with her during summer vacations, I’d never wanted to return home after.

      I’d walked into her summer home in Nice, in the South of France, and it had been a welcome haven from the rest of my life.

      There, I could be Blake. I didn’t have to be Blake Hennessy the Fourth. I was allowed to be me, to escape the poison and vitriol within my family.

      But when she’d died, she’d made me promise two things, and being someone I actually gave a damn about, I’d done everything within my power to fulfill those dying wishes.

      One: get into Gildermann.

      Gildermann wasn’t an easy Academy to get into. She’d pretty much solidified my education with that request. If a 5.1 GPA was possible, Gildermann’s would request it.

      Two: join Alpha Chi Psi.

      Connections were everything in this world, and with that one request, she’d sealed the fate of my future—she’d ensured I’d be successful and would have the right people in my pocket to maintain my status for a lifetime.

      But what she hadn’t realized when she’d made those requests of me, was that she’d ruined the reputation of an innocent girl.

      Now, many would say that no Gildermann was innocent. And, truth be told, they weren’t wrong. No Hennessy was either, except for my two-year-old niece, but I was sure it wouldn’t take long for the family to corrupt her.

      But Briar?

      I didn’t like what we’d done to her, even if it was imperative. Even if the fate of the fucking nation rested on what we’d done, I didn’t like it, but I’d done it.

      Because I was a bastard.

      I’d set up the video, I’d even helped Flynn edit it.

      Why?

      Because Flynn’s father had asked us to.

      Destroying Briar’s reputation had been easy as pie. What hadn’t been easy?

      Stomaching it.

      But I’d done it because a high-ranking alumnus had asked it of me, and honestly, I’d do it again, especially with the stakes being what they were.

      But I didn’t have to take Briar being beaten by her fucking driver.

      It was why my fists were stinging, why my fucking body ached from the defensive punches Briar’s driver had used to fend me off.

      And when she confessed that her uncle was behind the marks on her throat?

      It made me even happier for what I’d done to her. Because, with one sex tape, we’d thrown the first hit of a wrecking ball against the entire Gildermann house of cards. I hated that her being hurt was the response, but that Royce had left visible marks? He was shaken. Which meant we were on the right path.

      “What?” I spat at her, shaking my head as though I didn’t understand when I did. Perfectly.

      Her uncles were the scum of the earth.

      She licked her lips, lips I’d fantasized about tasting, and darted a look around the crowd that had gathered when I’d hauled Winston from his driver’s seat to beat the shit out of him.

      Spying her focus, I ground out, “Fuck off. Nothing to see here.” When I combined that with a glower, the forty-strong crowd grumbled and groused, but they slunk off like the goddamn hawkers they were.

      Only when they’d gone did I shake my aching fists and turn back to Briar, demanding, “Explain.”

      “She doesn’t have to explain shit to you,” the driver bit out, and it pissed me off that he wasn’t wrong.

      She’d been Mathieu’s all last year, and most unlike him, he hadn’t been willing to share.

      We all had a habit of sharing each other’s bitches, but I understood why he hadn’t shared Briar.

      She was golden.

      A queen among peasants.

      In this place, but in the outside world too.

      Her name was synonymous with old money. Shit, it was as much an adjective as Rockefeller’s was when combined with the word ‘rich.’ Her family had fought in the goddamn Civil War, and had founded enough national businesses and international conglomerates that anyone worried about corporate consolidation would have a heart attack.

      And we’d destroyed her.

      On purpose.

      We’d brought the queen to her knees to save our country, but just because we were justified, didn’t mean we were in the right.

      Hating that the scum driver was correct, I gritted my teeth. Glowering at him, I softened my expression as I turned to look at Briar. “Please. Explain.”

      She frowned, first at me then at Winston, and I could see from that one glance something was going on between the two of them.

      Whether it was recent or old news, I didn’t know. Didn’t want to know, truth be told, but I imagined it was recent, because the only way a queen sullied herself with a peasant was when that queen had been lynched.

      “My uncle decided to punish me for the sex tape yesterday,” she told me bitterly, her upper lip curling into a sneer as she stared me down.

      I was surprised it had taken that long and the thought had me wincing.

      “You should be ashamed of yourself,” the driver snapped at me, and I curled my hands into fists again because the need to smack him was a burning desire I could barely contain. That he, again, wasn’t wrong, made me want to beat the shit out of him. “You and your gang of boys are behind this.”

      The ‘boys’ stung, and I narrowed my eyes at him. “Do you even need to be here for this conversation, driver?” I sneered.

      Before he could reply, though his face turned bright red with rage, Briar pushed forward and her hands slammed into my chest. The scent of her overwhelmed me, and fuck, it was hard not to drag her into me, not to haul her against my chest and kiss those fucking bruises on her throat. Lennox pulled me back, hauling me away from both the chauffeur and her, and stopped me from making an ass out of myself.

      The truth was, I might not have put those bruises there. I might not have been the one to perpetrate the crime, but I might as well have been.

      Me and my gang of ‘boys’ had pretty much tightened Royce’s hammy fists around her throat, and that was on me.

      To my shame.

      To my detriment.

      Though Lennox had dragged me back, it didn’t stop her from launching herself at me, and I let her slam her fists into my chest because I deserved them. I let her scream at me until she was sobbing because I deserved it. And when she was spent, when her fists unfurled so she could slap me with the flat of her hands because she’d hurt her knuckles, I curved my arms around her back and did as I’d wanted to do all along.

      More than anything, it surprised me that she let me, and from the driver’s response, he hated it. He loathed every fucking second she was in my embrace. Of course, because I was a self-confessed bastard, I smirked at him, enjoying his fury and outrage. But inwardly, I just wanted to press my face to her throat and atone for what I’d been a part of.

      She was sobbing against me, letting out weeks of rage and terror, and the worst thing was that those weeks were just the beginning.

      Just the start of our plan.

      But that plan had been derailed by the sight of those bruises on her throat.

      I wasn’t above kicking a horse when he was down, but Briar wasn’t even our target. Her fucking family was, and instead of toppling their house of cards, it just felt like, thus far, we’d succeeded in endangering her life. Sure, Royce was rattled, and Briar wore the proof of that, but it wasn’t enough. The end wasn’t justifying the means.

      It took a while for her to realize where she was—in the arms of the enemy—and when she was spent and did recognize who she was taking comfort from, she reared back and pushed away from me like I was poison.

      To her, I was, so I couldn’t be offended.

      Instead, I kept my features soft, and the snarl and sneer that were so common in my expression remained out of the picture.

      I’d attacked her driver because I’d believed he’d hurt her. There was no saving face now, no turning back into the bastard of before.

      I’d shown my hand and the driver’s confusion proved it.

      Briar stared at me as though I’d betrayed her all over again, and for a second, she sputtered at me, wiping her cheeks that were loaded with tears that hurt me deep in my soul, and then, without another word, she spun on her heel and turned away from me.

      Like I was nothing.

      Like I was a piece of shit.

      And the fuck of it all?

      To her, I was. That was exactly what I’d needed her to think I was, but there was no going back now.

      Her uncle had just sealed all of our fates.
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      “I’m sorry,” I whispered, my voice shaky. Hell, it was croaky too. I sounded like I’d swallowed a damn frog, but the tears that had escaped me back at the Academy had been rough and raw.

      Physically painful.

      I was under no illusion that Mathieu had called in his friends to help ruin me, so for Blake to stand there and fight Winston? Because he thought he’d beaten me? It was beyond confusing.

      “It’s okay.”

      Winston sounded stony and I hated that. Hated it when I hadn’t even meant to find myself in Blake’s arms. The second I’d realized where I was, I’d pushed away, not wanting to be anywhere near the cancer that was the Hennessy heir. The SOB was going to inherit one of the largest tobacco companies in the world, so when I said he was a cancer, I fucking meant it.

      “No. It’s not. I-I wasn’t—”

      “Briar,” Winston snapped, his eyes catching mine in the rearview mirror of the car. The privacy screen was down, and I’d been able to watch the fury bubbling away in his eyes as he’d driven me away from a place that was my namesake and yet, my personal hell.

      “W-What?” I whispered.

      “It’s okay.”

      I didn’t believe him.

      The words were right but the tone just wasn’t.

      He scared me. Not physically, like with Royce. Nor the way Flynn, Lennox, and Blake had earlier.

      This was different.

      I didn’t want to lose him.

      God, how pathetic did I sound?

      How could I lose a man I didn’t have? Who I couldn’t have? This was going nowhere. A Gildermann heiress didn’t run off with her driver. She stayed among her own peers. She married the Hennessys of this world, not her goddamn chauffeur.

      My throat tightened with misery, and more tears began to fall. When he saw them, his nostrils flared as he caught my gaze in the mirror.

      As though he knew what I was thinking, concern and disappointment flickered over his face in quick succession.

      By the time we got home, the tears had dried and the reality of everything that had happened had set in. I didn’t want to think about any of it though, so I pushed it away, grabbed my books, and went up to my apartment. I didn’t say goodbye to Winston, didn’t even really acknowledge him—I could be a cold-hearted bitch sometimes.

      When the next morning rolled around, I felt more tired than ever as I’d had a restless night’s sleep filled with dreams of Blake and the boys, not to mention the scorching hot dreams about Winston. I swear at one point I woke up just after an orgasm. The ache between my legs was so raw that if I could have fucked him right then, I would have.

      He picked me up, and we chatted just like usual. It was almost as though our kitchen interlude had never happened. If I hadn’t caught the heat that flared in his eyes when he looked at me, then I could have believed it.

      Winston came around and opened the door for me, helping me out of the car as he always did, but this time his thumb rubbed a circle over the back of my hand. It made me want to snatch it away, to prevent the hurt I knew would come if we kept this up, but I couldn’t.

      Heat filled my body, turning my core into molten lava, and bringing back every vivid detail of the dream I’d had the night before, only this time, I could drag him into the back of the limo and make it happen.

      I knew he wouldn’t say no.

      That was the shit part of this though. I might not be the one signing his checks, but I was in a position of power over him, one I could leverage if I wanted to, not that I ever would.

      “Do I have any... engagements tonight?” I asked, my throat tightening around the words.

      “Not to my knowledge. Royce said he would cancel everything.”

      I couldn’t stop myself from grabbing his cuff. “Why didn’t he fire you?” I swallowed. “God, he could have brought the police in.” It was a testament to how my brain had been focused totally elsewhere that I was only thinking about all of this now.

      His smile was cold. “He did. But I’m still here, aren’t I?”

      My mouth dropped open. “What?”

      He shrugged. “It doesn’t matter.”

      “It does. The money doesn’t matter, I can cover your wage, but the police?”

      As he stared into my eyes, I felt his heat caress me once more. A shaky sigh escaped me as he leaned down, his breath caressing my lips as he whispered, “I have friends on the force. They’ll help bury this.”

      “H-How? He’s a Gildermann?” I rasped, shaking my head, refusing to allow him to make me stupid with lust. God, I needed to get my brain cells back under my command.

      “Just like I told you the other day, you’re Gildermanns. Not God.” He pulled back and made to walk away, but I grabbed his sleeve once more and held him in place.

      “What about Uncle Robert? Does he know about any of this?” Royce was a dick, but his brother could be even worse when he wanted to be. After all, he didn’t have the fond memories of me as a child to look back on like Uncle Royce did.

      To Robert, I was just a pawn in a centuries’ long game that our family was playing. Until I’d graduated from Gildermann and proven myself to them, I wouldn’t get to decide anything about my life.

      “I don’t know, but I’ll find out for you,” Winston replied, his eyes soft as he looked down at me.

      “Thank you,” I murmured, as I released his cuff and walked away.

      It killed something inside of me to treat him so cavalierly when I burned for him on the inside, but the practical part of my brain was begging me not to do something stupid like fall for the guy when I knew my uncles would destroy him if they ever found out.

      The day flew by, and classes and lunch all just seemed as normal as ever. I didn’t get as many stares or even as many insults thrown my way. It was almost like the whole thing was starting to blow over, which made hope plant itself like a seed in my chest.

      But Global Business in Practice was where it all started to slide downhill. Professor Flaherty walked in missing her usual stack of books and handouts. She strolled straight to the board and wrote ‘Partner Projects Day’ on it. Groans sounded throughout the classroom, and as much as I wanted to join in, I felt frozen in place instead.

      “Today, you start your projects. I won’t be covering any new material, so you can use this hour as a jump start for the project. This will not happen again. All other project work after today will occur outside of class time until the final presentations. Proposals will be due on my desk by Monday morning. Get to it!” Professor Flaherty straightened her smart suit, before pinning each of us with her direct stare for a handful of seconds.

      I sat in my seat, waiting for the inevitability of not having a partner. When Flynn dragged a chair over and sat down much too close for my comfort, I had to suppress a shudder. He’d threatened this, but I hadn’t thought he’d go through with it.

      Not after what had gone down with Blake yesterday.

      “Hey there, doll face,” he drawled, his voice crooning in my ear as he brushed some hair over my shoulder. I suddenly regretted forgoing my usual braid that morning.

      “Flynn, this isn’t a good idea. Please just let me work with someone else,” I implored quietly. Hell, working alone and having double the load was preferable to this torture.

      “Do you see anyone else available?” he inquired cockily.

      I looked around the classroom and found everyone had already paired up, and they’d left a ring of space around me once again, like I was contagious and sex tapes were a communicable disease or something.

      I gulped, feeling like all my nerves were standing on end as I took a steadying breath and said, “Fine, but if you don’t treat me with respect then I’ll just work alone. Oh, and we are not doing the porn industry.”

      He chuckled, prompting me to glance at him sideways. Of course, I immediately wanted to curse him for being so damn good-looking. His blond hair and tanned skin made him look like he belonged out on a surfboard more than in a Gildermann classroom.

      It was his green eyes that caught my notice after a moment that floored me though. I’d never noticed how beautiful they were, but then again, I’d never been as close to him as I was in that moment. Mathieu never wanted me around his friends, and I could never understand why. I mean, I knew them, but not enough to be able to see the striations in their irises...

      “Fair enough. I suppose it would be hard to do without bringing up your experience with it. Does your driver know about your little bid for stardom? Did he see your tight, wet pussy on the screen and decide he wanted to try it for himself?”

      My chest tightened so much that I felt like I couldn’t draw a breath. Add to that the flaming heat on my cheeks and I knew I’d just confirmed his theory for him. No one could have known what had happened between Winston and me for sure, not until that moment.

      Flynn laughed at my discomfort, his green eyes turning cruel, before hissing, “I can’t believe you’re banging your driver. Ms. Gildermann trying out things on the wrong side of the tracks, and not that long after Mathieu either…

      “I mean, what’s it been, a month? Two? And now you’ve got big and broody out there fucking your sweet little pussy to oblivion. I mean, will anyone want to touch you again once they find out you’ve sullied yourself with the help?”

      Fear and dread pooled in my stomach, especially when he used the same damn words Winston had thrown at me just before we fucked in the kitchen.

      “Please, if my uncles find out... Please, Flynn, just leave him out of this. You can berate me, torture me, whatever, just leave him alone. They will destroy him if they find out.”

      Flynn regarded me with steady eyes that flicked down to the scarf I’d picked to cover the bruises for the day, before moving back up. “Go on a date with me,” he murmured.

      “What?” I questioned, choking on my own spit as I stared at him in bewilderment.

      “I’ll make sure your little contretemps stays off the website if you go on a date with me.”

      “Can’t we just work on the project?” I pleaded. I couldn’t go on a date with him. Flynn was like the devil whispering in my ear, taunting me with that delectable voice and good looks, all while spewing the vilest insults he could. Even if I agreed to go on the date, I couldn’t believe him. I had no way of knowing he would actually hold up his end of the bargain, and it would be very much like him to weasel his way out of it.

      “Sure, but remember I offered.”

      The words haunted me for the rest of the day. Every time a professor paused or I was distracted, they echoed through my head. I couldn’t help but wonder if I’d screwed up.

      Maybe I should have taken his offer…

      But wasn’t that just getting into bed with the devil?

      And considering that was the fate my uncle wanted for me, God, I was cornered on all sides.

      By the time classes were over, I was more than ready to go back to my apartment and hide away from the world for a little while. Winston was there, waiting for me as usual, but his face was twisted into something dark and angry that made me want to run to him and sooth whatever had hurt him.

      “There’s a dress in the car and makeup. You need to get ready. You have a date tonight,” he growled through gritted teeth.

      “What?” I asked, the blood draining from my face so quickly that I felt dizzy and stumbled backward. He reached out and steadied me with a hand on my elbow.

      “Don’t make me say it again,” he replied quietly, his eyes boring into my own, filled with regret.

      I nodded numbly. “Which one was it?”

      He knew without me specifying what I was asking. “Robert.”

      Uncle Robert fancied himself a kingmaker, one who had determined it was his turn for some time on the throne, so it wasn’t really a surprise that he was leveraging his niece’s body to get what he wanted from someone.

      Royce might have given up, been swayed by a couple punches—if that was what had happened, not that Winston would tell me—but Robert? Not so much. He was a dog with a bone and there wasn’t a chance in hell he’d release it until he’d sucked it dry.

      I climbed in through the door Winston held open for me and found the zippered bag with the dress and shoes, as well as a bag full of makeup. It was all the right colors and shades, which meant that Uncle Robert must have ordered Winston to pick it up for me from home. I unzipped the bag and a short cocktail dress was revealed.

      The car pulled away and my stomach filled with nerves. Even worse was that I heard Winston put up the privacy screen. When I put it back down again, he glared at me in the rearview mirror.

      “I can’t drive and see you naked back there.”

      “Then pull over,” I snarked back.

      I hadn’t actually expected him to pull over but when he did, a small thrill went through my stomach.

      “We don’t have time for this, but if you’re insisting then I have to keep you safe,” he reasoned, his nostrils flaring with a mixture of rage and bitterness.

      I nodded and began pulling my uniform off—blazer, tie, shirt, skirt, socks, and shoes. When I was in nothing but my bra and panties, I turned to face him. “I want you to fuck me again,” I stated, feeling the dampness of my panties just from having him watch me get undressed.

      “We don’t have time,” he ground out the words like they physically pained him.

      “You don’t want this?” I asked, cupping a breast with one hand and sliding the other between my legs.

      “Of course I do. What kind of insane question is that?” he groused, tugging at his necktie and releasing the tightness of the knot.

      “Show me,” I ordered, a thrill whispering through me. My life was so out of control at the moment, but here? Now? This felt like the only part of my world that I had any say in.

      I heard his pants unzip and the rearview mirror tilted down, showing me that he’d pulled his erection free and was pumping it fiercely with his free hand. When the mirror came back up, I sat back in my seat and began touching myself. I wanted him to come back here, to fuck me in the back of the limo we’d spent so much time in together.

      He didn’t though.

      He didn’t move an inch other than jacking himself off.

      Our gazes locked in the mirror and I could have sworn that an inferno was burning in his eyes as he pushed himself to the edge faster and faster.

      But if he wasn’t going to come back here and fuck me, then I would just give him blue balls. I pulled my fingers away and wiped them on some tissue before getting the dress out. I’d have to go braless in it, there was no other way since it was completely backless and had teeny tiny spaghetti straps. I let Winston look at my breasts for a little while, as I touched my already hard nipples.

      When I slid the silver satin dress over my head, I heard him groan. I couldn’t help but smile. He’d known what I wanted and had decided not to give it to me.

      Payback was a bitch.

      The dress was shorter than I was comfortable with, but it wasn’t like my Uncle had given me any other options. The front wrapped around to the back, or at least appeared as though it did, the ruched fabric accentuating my slim waist and the curve of my hips. It was mostly silver satin, but it had glittery floral applique pieces sporadically spread across it. The deep V-neck in the front, combined with the fact that there was no back, made me feel overly exposed.

      This wasn’t a dress a woman who attended Gildermann would normally wear. It was very clear that this dress was designed to make me look like I was a piece of meat being presented on a silver platter. The thought made me want to laugh since the dress itself was silver, but I had no energy left for humor. It had all gone, any joy I’d found in messing with Winston dissipating at the clear message Robert was sending by making me wear this travesty of a dress.

      When I turned and reached for the bag of makeup, I heard Winston hiss through his teeth and realized that my ass was hanging out. My arousal had gone, but a part of me longed for some control. Even an ounce of it. So, I wiggled my butt a little and slid my hand between my legs once more just to torture him as my dreams had tortured me the night before. A restrained groan reached my ears and I spun around just in time to see Winston’s O-face.

      I crawled toward the partition on my hands and knees while he watched in the mirror. “Did you just come?” I asked, my voice husky with my own need and still healing throat.

      “I did,” he panted.

      “Show me,” I whispered, feeling more wicked than ever.

      He held up a handful of paper napkins that were soaked through and it turned me on even more. There had to be something wrong with me. Who behaved like this? I’d been raised on etiquette classes and being the perfect niece, not flaunting myself in the back of a limo so my driver could come in a napkin. But if it was so wrong, then why did I want him more than ever?

      After a few minutes of silence, I heard him zip himself back up but his eyes, wary and guarded, never left mine.

      “You make me crazy,” he muttered under his breath.

      “Good,” I replied, finally pulling away so I could begin putting on my makeup.

      And I meant it.

      I was glad I made him crazy, glad because he made me feel the same way.

      A moment later, he pulled off the road he’d illegally parked in and we went on our way without another word uttered between us. He focused on driving, and I concentrated on covering the bruises on my throat with heavy layers of foundation—the scarf didn’t fit this outfit, and the questions the bruises would raise were beyond me, so make up it was.

      By the time we arrived at a destination known only to him, we had both calmed down and he helped me out of the car like nothing had happened. But I felt the tension in his grip, the way his fingers held onto me firm and tight—as though he didn’t want to let me go. God help me, but I didn’t want him to let go either.

      “Your date will be waiting for you on the eleventh floor,” Winston informed me from between clenched teeth.

      “It’ll be okay,” I whispered, hating that he had to see this, but glad he was there nonetheless. My life was about to go down the crapper, and I didn’t need any witnesses, but someone to hold my hand? To remind me of who I was? I needed that more than I needed air to breathe.

      He stared at me, his eyes loaded with regret, his face contorted in impotent rage, as he stated, “I’ll be waiting for you tonight.”

      I swallowed thickly, nodded, and pulled away from his hold on my arm. I walked as quickly as I could on the sky-high heels I was wearing into the building, not wanting anyone to see me out in public.

      Royce had done something to get the press to back off, but there were always stragglers hanging around. The last thing I needed was a picture of me in this dress on the front page of some tabloid trash in the morning.

      After I pressed the button for the elevator, I waited in the nondescript but evidently luxurious lobby, and tried to resist the instinct to run as far and as fast as I could. When the elevator arrived, the doors opened and I just stood there, frozen to the spot. It was only when they started to close that I forced myself forward, propelled by fear of what my uncle’s retaliation would be if I didn’t.

      As the elevator climbed higher and higher, my stomach twisted tighter and tighter. When the door opened, I couldn’t have been more unprepared for what I saw.

      I’d anticipated a fat cat in a seven-thousand-dollar suit, one that covered his gut, but didn’t diminish his paunch. But instead of a balding businessman, Blake, Flynn, and Lennox were standing there, all in formal suits, waiting for me. Their eyes traveled greedily over my body as they stepped forward as one, prompting me to press back into the wall of the elevator at the sight of them.

      “Briar,” Blake greeted gently, his eyes soft as he extended his hand to me, ignoring the fact I was hiding out in the elevator. “Thank you for joining us.”
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      Was it possible for a healthy nineteen-year-old girl to have heart palpitations?

      I was pretty fucking certain it was, considering I felt close to passing out at the sight of the guys standing there, undressing me with their eyes.

      It was like I was back in the limo again. Except, Winston wasn’t the only one jacking off to the sight of me, because these three would if they had the chance—I could see that home truth in their faces. Plus, the tents in their pants were pretty much a giveaway too.

      Why that sent fire down my veins, I wasn’t sure. I didn’t think I was a masochist, but fuck, maybe I was.

      Maybe…

      No.

      They were hot. Sure, they were. And Blake had tried to defend me, to help me, even, but they were hot jerks. Shit, no. Even that was an understatement. They were bastards. Of the worst order.

      They’d tried to destroy my life, and from where I was standing, were succeeding in their endeavor.

      “Get out of the elevator, Briar,” Lennox stated calmly, his voice as close to kind as these monsters were capable of.

      Though none of this made any sense, I stepped out but when Blake reached for me again, I pulled my hands back and my clutch dropped to the floor thanks to my shaking fingers as I stared at them. While the items my uncle had collected on my behalf spilled out, I didn’t really care.

      I was just transfixed.

      What did this mean?

      Why were they here? Was this some kind of sick joke?

      Flynn eyed me then stared down at the few bits and pieces I’d let drop to the ground.

      “Briar?” I blinked at him, nodded. “Turn around and pick that shit up.”

      My throat tightened, and fear slithered through my veins at his impolite command. I turned back to look at the elevator, and almost as though that were the prompt—the damn doors closed and my escape disappeared from view.

      I’d thought I was panicking before, but hell if I was. My chest felt like there was a bird trapped inside it, and God, the feeling was so suffocating I was sure my cheeks were turning purple from oxygen deprivation.

      “Briar.”

      This time, my name was uttered softly. With yet more kindness that I’d never associated with Lennox.

      Of all Mathieu’s crew, he was the quietest and, from what I’d heard Mathieu say, the smartest. He was at Gildermann’s at nineteen after already earning his bachelors from MIT in some kind of weird science that I didn’t even pretend to know the name of.

      My lips quivered as I whispered, “Yes?”

      “Do as Flynn says.”

      I clenched my eyes closed, because I knew why they wanted this. Knew what they wanted to see.

      The dress, as I’d just shown Winston, was far too short, and when I bent down, it would expose my ass cheeks.

      Humiliation fluttered inside me, but it was swiftly chased by arousal.

      What the hell was the matter with me?

      How could I find this a turn on in anyway?

      I was both scared and overheated, and the combination was just messing with my mind. Messing with my body.

      Sucking down a sharp breath, I tucked my legs together and began to squat down, but before I could, one of them was there, his hands on my elbows.

      The scent of him…

      Ugh.

      Sandalwood and orange.

      It filled my nostrils, telling me without even having to look that it was Blake.

      “You don’t bend over like that now, do you?” he rasped hoarsely in my ear, and as he bumped his hips into my ass, I felt his hardness, felt his arousal, and it made my pussy melt even more.

      Had Mathieu and the sex tape fried my brain or something?

      If anything, it should have turned me off for life, especially with these three.

      Confusion had me leaning forward at the waist, and as I did, Blake stepped back. The second my ass was revealed to them, the three of them groaned.

      “Spread your legs, Briar.”

      My eyes clenched closed at Flynn’s gruff command.

      God, he was such an asshole.

      I shuffled my feet a little wider apart and wasn’t altogether surprised when I saw a polished leather shoe step between my thighs.

      When that someone reached down and grabbed my thong, dragging it up my ass crack, I yelped in surprise at the move. The wedgie hurt, dammit, but the way the fabric slipped between my pussy lips had my cheeks burning bright red.

      My brain was still going slow because it took me way too much time to react.

      I started to shoot upright, my hands moving back to cover my ass, but before I could, someone had a hold of them, and a hand was on the bottom half of my spine, pressing me down.

      Oh God, were they going to rape me?

      I began to struggle, but when a finger traced down the line of my sex, there was no denying the horrendous truth.

      I was wet.

      Shame filled me, and it was swiftly followed by relief as that finger moved up to my clit, patted it with the tip, then plucked itself beneath the gusset of my thong.

      The hand then proceeded to drag the fabric down, not stopping until it was past the tops of my thighs and then by my knees. A shoe appeared again, and the shiny black leather was a stark contrast to the feminine underwear as Blake pushed it down to the ground.

      It was like looking at a white flag on the floor, and I stared at it, unsure as to what the hell was even happening here.

      I heard no sound of zippers unfastening, heard no whisper of motion to indicate something was going on. They just stood there, ogling me—

      Oh, God, they weren’t filming me, were they?

      Of everything, that was the thought that scared the shit out of me the most.

      They wouldn’t let me up? But there were other means of escaping their scrutiny.

      I dropped to the ground, uncaring that my bones connected with the slick marble floor. The move had them grunting in surprise, but even though I released a yelp, I scurried away on my knees and quickly scrambled to my feet. Backing away to the wall where the elevator was, I began to press the buttons, frantically staring at the lights above the doors in the vain hopes it would return but—

      “This is my suite, Briar. You’re not going anywhere. Not until we’re done with you,” Lennox rumbled.

      Fear had my eyes widening, and I turned around and spat, “You can’t do this!”

      Flynn, the asshole, snorted and folded his arms across his chest. “Do what? Invite a woman for dinner?”

      Stunned at his words, I gaped at him. “What are you talking about?”

      He cocked a brow then tilted his body to the side. As he did, I could see a sliver of space between him and Lennox, who was staring at me with glittering eyes. Past them was the proof that Flynn hadn’t been bullshitting me.

      A table was spread with a fine, white linen tablecloth, and there was gleaming gold cutlery, four cloches covering dishes, and glass and stemware that were so delicate they were probably antiques.

      I blinked at the sight, then whispered, “What’s going on?”

      “My family owns the hotel,” Lennox explained calmly. “I live here.”

      My throat closed. “This is your home?” What the hell? Why had they brought me to Lennox’s place? Because no one would call the police if they heard me screaming?

      Because Lennox and his cronies could get away with murder under this roof?

      My heart sank to my stomach as I stared at them, well aware my color was draining from my face.

      Blake grunted. “Briar, we’re not going to rape you.”

      I looked at my discarded panties, which were resting beside Blake’s shoe. “Yeah? Actions speak louder than words, Blake,” I rasped.

      Lennox shrugged. “Price of doing business.”

      For a second, I couldn’t believe he’d said that. “I’m not a hooker!” I screamed. “Why is it that you and the men in my family don’t seem to be understanding that?”

      Lennox’s lips curved in a smile. “Because they’re jackasses.”

      “And you’re not?”

      “Actually, we’re not.” Lennox tipped his head to the side. “The cost of business was our getting an assurance from your uncle that you’d be dressed the part. Now, the panties were definitely not included in the list. We’re not going to force you to do anything you don’t choose to do, Briar, but everything is in its proper place.”

      Feeling like I’d just been dipped in water, I shook my head to get it out of my ears. “Everything is in its proper place?”

      “Lennox likes order,” Flynn told me, his lips curving. “And a deal is a deal, even if he knows full well that your uncle got the wrong end of the stick when we arranged this meeting.”

      Reaching up to rub my temple, I whispered, “I’m confused.” And scared. So fucking scared that I wanted to start trembling, but knowing how much power that would give them over me stopped me.

      “I’m not surprised,” Blake crooned.

      Yes. Crooned.

      Was this a parallel universe?

      The soft tone had me blinking at him, and when he stepped into my personal space again, I knew flinching when he reached for my elbow would only exacerbate the situation. So, even though it took every ounce of my self-control and required a quick recital of all my etiquette lessons, I managed to control the urge to recoil and let him guide me to the table in the corner of the room.

      It was a suite. I saw that now. And it wasn’t situated like a hotel either.

      Lennox wasn’t lying.

      There was none of the uniformity of a hotel room. The walls weren’t painted a bland beige, and the fixtures and fittings weren’t notable enough, even for a penthouse in a place like this.

      I’d stayed in too many to know the score—expensive fabrics, designer furniture. But here? It was built for comfort.

      There was a brushed, brown leather sectional in one corner of the room that—I had no doubt was expensive—but wasn’t chic or anything. It looked upon a widescreen TV, and on either side of the box were signed football jerseys that were so loaded with scrawls, I couldn’t even make out who the team was. There were cups and trophies dotted along low, silver console tables that were chunky and suited a man’s tastes. There was nothing delicate or antique in here.

      The heavy coffee table was forged out of driftwood and topped with a large piece of glass, which was stacked with magazines I glanced at as Blake led me to the table—there were only three I could read the titles of. One had to do with science, another dealt with business, and the last one? Fishing.

      Fucking fishing.

      I’d seriously gone down the rabbit hole, hadn’t I? Dear God, where was my LSD?

      Lennox did not look like the kind of guy who went fishing, but then again, I wasn’t sure what he looked like. Aside from hot, that is, in a tuxedo.

      Hell, they all looked fine in theirs though. And the tailoring was exquisite. Something that only came from visiting the best of the best.

      With our bank balances, why wouldn’t we?

      Still, Mathieu was the kind of man who appreciated all things fine out of life. To think that he had a friend who liked to gut fish and stick live insects on metal spikes while standing in a dirty river for hours on end?

      It was almost enough to make me want to laugh, and trust me, nothing about this situation was a giggle.

      When Blake held out a chunky oak dining chair for me, I slipped into it, and was well aware of how discordant the cutlery and the finery of the table service was with the table and the rest of the place.

      Combine it with my outfit and theirs?

      I felt like we were all dressed up with nowhere to go, and yet, they’d brought me here for a purpose.

      I just had no idea what that was, and God help me, I wasn’t sure I even wanted to know.
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      I’d never been self-destructive. If anything, I’d always been the opposite.

      Goal-oriented

      Ambitious.

      Career-minded.

      Fucking Briar Gildermann?

      That was the exact opposite of all three of those things.

      Goal-oriented? Boning her was the last thing I should be doing. Fucking, literally, with the American dynasty?

      Big no-no.

      Ambitious?

      Getting myself fired for fraternizing with someone who was so far above my pay grade I was down on Earth while she was up in the stratosphere?

      Very smart.

      Career-minded?

      Not only was this going to dump me in a whole load of shit, undoubtedly, but my name would also be tarnished forever. The Gildermanns were like that. They could destroy someone’s reputation in a flash, and had no qualms about doing so either.

      They were a dynasty for a reason.

      Their lineage was forged on ruthlessness, but of course, they were the least of my worries. My employment and record didn’t end with Briar’s dicks for uncles, and though Briar had always been hot, I’d never wanted to bone her before. Not until I’d seen that sex tape. When I’d had to watch some kid screw Briar, fuck that tight ass, suck on that little clit, gnaw on her tits like the little shit hadn’t eaten for days, I’d wanted to lose my mind.

      Ever since, my head had been a mess. I’d wanted in her more than I wanted the promotion I’d been working on for the past eighteen months since this torment had begun.

      I’d wanted that pussy around my cock, that sweet mouth of hers sucking on my balls.

      Fuck, I’d wanted every inch of her.

      Then, things had gone to shit.

      Not only had I beaten the crap out of one of my employers, someone I was covertly watching, but it hadn’t worked. The motherfucker’s brother had still pimped out Briar like she was some kind of whore.

      I cracked my knuckles at the thought, not even wincing as the torn and sore flesh from Royce’s beating made itself known. If anything, satisfaction rattled inside me at the pain, because I knew I’d made him hurt a thousand times more.

      When I’d seen her throat? When I’d found her slumped in the back of the limo? For those few moments, I’d thought she was dead. Honest to fuck. I’d feared for her as I’d fumbled while checking her pulse, and then had a heart attack myself from the relief that had spilled through me when I found it.

      The memory of that terror had me jerking on the steering wheel harder than I should have. There was an art to driving limos, surprisingly enough. I’d driven fucking tanks over in the sandbox, but somehow, when shit came to shit, this piece of crap was harder to maneuver in a high-speed chase.

      What that was about I wasn’t sure.

      User error? Maybe, but I doubted it.

      I hadn’t been hired by mistake. I was a highly trained operative, after all.

      With the limo under control, I slowed my pace. The last thing I needed was to get arrested. I knew my real employers could get me out of jail if they so chose, but whether they would or not was another matter entirely.

      I hadn’t been checking in since the sex tape had gone live, hadn’t been doing most of my duties since then either.

      My mind was stuck completely, entirely, utterly on Briar.

      It was pathetic.

      I was pathetic.

      A thirty-five-year old man jonesing after a nineteen-year-old? Talk about perverted, and yet, it hadn’t felt perverted when she was coming around my cock like a flurry of fireworks on July fourth…

      Just the memory was enough to have me gritting my teeth. I could honestly say that though I had almost double her years, I’d never experienced anything as hot as her coming on to me in that kitchen.

      When she’d bitten my fucking lip?

      I’d wanted to explode. Right then, right there.

      I’d already been riding an adrenaline high after beating the shit out of the fat fuck that was her uncle, but when she’d done that? It had pretty much blown my goddamn brains.

      Briar wasn’t a tease, though, even if she could be a minx, but I liked that about her. She wasn’t one of those cookie-cutter debs who thought of nothing more than the next Vuitton purse and where they were vacationing in the fall.

      She was young and naïve, but she wasn’t stupid. Nor was she a game player. For someone who came from a family like hers, she shot straight from the hip and I found I appreciated that about her.

      In fact, I more than appreciated it.

      I actually fucking liked her, and that was a goddamn inconvenience, one that had me gritting my teeth as I finally reached my destination.  A destination that was the last place I wanted to be.

      No, I wanted to be beating the shit out of anyone who thought they could fuck with Briar because they’d paid her goddamn uncles.

      I wanted to tear some sick fucks a new one, and instead, I was staring up at the Victorian-era building, trying to get my head in the game, because though I wanted to play it as little as I wanted some fat fuck screwing Briar, I had no choice but to play this game, and worse still, to win.

      With a disgruntled growl, I leaped out of the limo I hated driving and handed the keys to the valet before I jerked off my cap and dumped it on the passenger seat.

      Fucking cap.

      Made me feel like a duck, but the Gildermanns insisted, because they were ultra-traditional pricks who needed dragging into the twenty-first century.

      The building was lit up like a Christmas tree, which meant that even though it was late, everyone was still working. This place demanded that kind of loyalty, and allowed for nothing else but sheer dedication.

      Considering who worked here, that was a big ask too.

      Stepping under the red canopy that reminded me of the condos in New York, I headed toward the brass revolving doors that a doorman shoved into motion. As I stepped through, I rubbed a hand through my hair to smooth it down. When I was inside, I cut the man a look but didn’t smile because this wasn’t that kind of place, then got my bearings. I didn’t come here that often anymore, but it was always slightly disconcerting to step in here because everything blended into one mass of wood. It was like one of those 3-D pictures that you had to cross your eyes to see.

      Alpha Chi Psi was a fraternity, or so some people thought. It functioned as one, primarily, at college, but it was actually a means of recruiting people to the cause.

      It sounded like the Illuminati, and fuck if I knew whether they were or not. What I was aware of was how many fucking pies they had their fingers stuck in.

      On a legislative level, I highly doubted there wasn’t a damn thing going down in this country they weren’t aware of. Their reach was endless, insidious, like a spider’s web that covered the globe, and as much as I loathed them, I appreciated the cause.

      I’d been recruited back in college. After I’d twisted my knee, fucking it up totally, I had been unable to play football, so my sports scholarship had been rescinded and I’d been royally fucked. Alpha Chi Psi had taken me in, had helped me, but their help came with a cost.

      I wasn’t a soldier, but they’d had me enlist. With their aid, I’d had to work my way up the ranks until I was an NCO, and then they’d demanded I leave the fucking Army that I’d actually made my home and turn civilian bodyguard to look after a prissy deb.

      Unhappy was an understatement.

      ACP was listed as a corporation, but it was as much a fraternity as it had been back in college. It was a network of good old boys who scratched each other’s backs to further another’s end.

      What surprised me the most?

      That the Gildermanns weren’t members.

      If they were, maybe ACP wouldn’t be busting their balls to make sure that Robert Gildermann wouldn’t make it to the White House…

      The front foyer was as grand an entrance as anyone might expect for a two-hundred-year-old organization. But it was paneled entirely in wood that gleamed as though the sun was shining inside, and that wood gave the place a chameleon-like effect. Sure, there were cornices within each large panel that housed a portrait to break shit up, but not much. And I did my best to ignore those portraits of the dour-faced fucks who were one of the twelve founding families of the fraternity.

      Each of those families were still alive and kicking to this day, and each one, incredibly enough, was more powerful than the original founding father.

      The stairs were grand, and had curled posts and carved rails that led to a landing where the stairs split off into two directions. The back wall held the portraits of the current council—the descendants of the original founding fathers, because democracy died in the vast night that was this organization’s reach—and each smug prick that stared at me from the wall had my nostrils flaring with irritation.

      Heading to the east wing where I could meet Jacob Brennan, I hurried up the remainder of the stairs, ignoring the luxury around me that was taken for granted by everyone who came here on the regular, and moved toward the bottom of the corridor where Brennan was waiting.

      I didn’t bother knocking. Brennan, though a prick, actually respected me, and to be fair, I respected him. Didn’t mean he was any less of a bastard, but it was a case of appreciating what he stood for.

      Of all the council, he was the most grounded.

      It helped that I’d known him at college.

      He’d been a senior to my freshman, and we’d been on the football team together before my injury had fucked things up.

      With the rest of the council, I’d have had to kneel and lick their boots, Brennan?

      Not so much.

      His leonine head rocked back when I stepped into the room, and though he narrowed his eyes at me, what surprised me was his first question, “What has you riled?”

      Shrugging out of the shitty jacket that was part of the penguin suit I had to wear as a uniform, I snorted. “You mean being contacted by ACP when I’ve been out in the cold for thirteen months? You don’t think that’s worthy of some concern?”

      Brennan reached up and rubbed his chin. “Frankly, no. I don’t. Not considering you’ve been ignoring my messages since the sex tape went live.”

      Rolling my eyes, I walked across a Persian rug and took a seat in a Chesterfield armchair he had opposite his desk.

      The room did belong in some kind of English Lord’s mansion, but it was comfortable so I wasn’t about to argue.

      The desk Brennan sat behind looked like it should be on a pirate ship—well, except for the high-tech gear he had on there like his computer—but the best sight?

      The drinks tray.

      When I eyed it, he offered, “Help yourself.”

      “I’m driving,” I replied regretfully. Fuck, one of his expensive scotches would have slid down nicely.

      “A small one won’t hurt.”

      I narrowed my eyes at him. “Why, Brennan, are you trying to get me drunk?”

      He huffed, then pulled out the drawer to his left, and placed a file on the desk. Shoving it over to me, he suggested, “I’d have a drink before you open it.”

      Frowning, I ignored his comments and reached for the file, and found a picture of me dick deep in Briar’s cunt. “What the fuck?” I growled, snapping angry eyes at him.

      When I saw he was amused, I wasn’t sure whether to be angrier or not. He was entertained, so that meant I wasn’t out of a job—and people who lost their careers at ACP didn’t come out of it with a golden handshake… not unless it was from God himself. But still, I spat, “You planted cameras in there?”

      “What pisses you off the most? That we had someone else plant them? Or that you were caught?”

      Shit. He had me there.

      I flipped between the pictures, licking my lips at the sight of that pink pussy around my cock.

      Jesus, Briar was banging.

      I wanted her again tonight, but she’d been weird ever since this had gone down in her kitchen, and I wasn’t even sure what state she’d be in after she ‘serviced’ whatever pricks her uncles had demanded she entertain tonight.

      The thought made an impotent rage swirl around in my belly. My failure to protect her hit me hard, and I knew I’d be sleeping in her bed tonight, not to fuck, but to hold her.

      Briar was a sensitive little thing, and after what her uncle was making her do?

      Christ.

      I didn’t mind getting caught in the fallout though. For her sake.

      “Are you looking at each of those and licking your lips for a reason?” Brennan asked, with laughter in his voice again.

      “Just trying to ascertain the camera angles so I can destroy them when I get to her place.” I scowled at him. “That’s sick.”

      Brennan snorted. “You’re the one who uploaded the sex tape in the first place.”

      I shrugged. “That was different.”

      “How was it? Because you’re the one being recorded this time? Don’t be a hypocrite,” he retorted, rocking back in his chair while he smirked at me.

      “I’m not a hypocrite.” I pursed my lips. “Okay, maybe I am. A little.”

      Another snort, and I wished to fuck that he wasn’t so goddamn amused by this situation. I sure as shit wasn’t.

      Yeah, I’d been a part of the unit who’d helped create the shitstorm of the sex tape, the recording of which had taken place in Mathieu Andersen’s apartment, but that Brennan had evidently signed off on loading up her private space with equipment too?

      That creeped me the fuck out.

      And it pissed me off that I hadn’t been asked, because if I had, I’d have put them in places where she had some semblance of privacy.

      That might not seem like much, but as I flicked through the images, I shook my head—no woman should be recorded taking a fucking piss. And that was how I knew who’d planted the cameras—Mathieu was a creep. Only he’d have pulled something sick like that.

      I’d always hated him, had ever since orientation when I’d been introduced to him after being taken out of the ranks and dumped into the Gildermann’s employ.

      “Look, what’s going on?” I demanded, shoving the pictures away. “Why am I here?” Was it crazy I hoped I wasn’t being reassigned?

      Fuck.

      One screw and she had my cock in a vise.

      Brennan cocked a brow at my show of temper, then reached into another drawer and pulled out a second file.

      When I saw it was a hospital file, I frowned at it, then scowled harder at the name. “If you want me to find out who was behind the hit and run, you can—”

      “What? Shove it where the sun doesn’t shine?” Brennan cocked a brow at me. “You’re still very much my subordinate, Winston. I’d remember that before you give me lip.”

      Nostrils flaring in agitation, I dipped my chin in understanding. I couldn’t apologize though. Wouldn’t.

      Brennan, seeming to sense that was as much of the war he was going to win, pursed his lips as he studied me. “You like her.”

      “Maybe.”

      “She’s a mark.”

      I scowled at him. “You think I don’t know that? I’ve been on her detail for eighteen months, Brennan.”

      “I’ve never known you speak up for anyone before.”

      I’d never had a reason to, and technically, I didn’t now, but that didn’t mean Briar hadn’t gotten to me.

      Even without meaning to.

      “Look, explain. Please,” was all I said, but this time, my tone was tired and that’s because I was.

      So tired.

      Of all the shit I had to do, of all the secrets I had to tell, and all the lies I needed to keep in order.

      “Mathieu’s father is demanding justice.”

      Mathieu Andersen didn’t come from one of the founding families, but his father was a prominent Canadian politician. He held sway, but that wasn’t my problem.

      I frowned. “So?”

      “So, take a look at the fucking file,” Brennan ground out, rocking back in his antique desk chair again.

      No wonder the dude was such a grouch, considering he had to sit on that all the damn time.

      With a huff, I opened up the file and flipped through the information. Andersen had been in a coma since the night of his accident, and according to the files? He wasn’t making much progress. If anything, he was getting worse.

      I couldn’t find it in myself to be too saddened. Something had always been off about the guy.

      Those pricks he hung around with, Blake, Lennox, and Jacob’s kid, Flynn, weren’t too bad in the scheme of things. But Mathieu? He made my fucking skin crawl, and that was after all the shit I’d done in my life.

      I could easily have imagined that prick pulling the wings off of flies just for shits and giggles as a kid. That was the kind of weirdo he was so, when he did eventually die because his family pulled the plug, the world would be better off. That was for fucking sure.

      Skimming through the rest of the file because I was bored, I found the police report, and saw there was little to no evidence of what had gone down.

      The brake lines of Mathieu’s Bugatti Veyron had been severed, and when he’d taken a curve on Holly Heights, a notoriously steep hill in the city, he’d gone flying off the side of the road.

      Splat.

      As I approached the end of the file, I wondered what had Brennan so on edge. Because he was. The bastard was cooler than a fucking cucumber, yet here he was, fiddling with the pen on his desk, playing with some kind of fancy fidget spinner that made a weird whirring noise whenever he messed with it.

      The slight noises, because they were so out of the ordinary for him, put me on edge too. I could even feel my heartbeat starting to race as I approached the end of the file.

      At first, when I saw the last sheet was a photograph, it took me a few minutes to figure out what the fuck was happening.

      It was a shot of a garage, a fancy one at that, taken the night before Mathieu’s crash. There was a line of expensive cars in a row, and the security camera’s footage showed the same scene from over thirty different angles, each one on the same sheet of paper in a three by five rectangle.

      The first one showed a pair of boots peeping out from under a car—Andersen’s Bugatti. Then, there was a shot of the person getting out from underneath the vehicle. Next, there was the person moving toward the door. A full-frontal shot. But the person wore a clown mask and gloves, so any identifying markers were hidden. The perp wore a baggy shirt, overlarge trousers, and chunky biker boots—again, nothing that would help us identify them.

      I shot a look at Brennan. “Why are you showing me this?”

      “No clues. Do you agree?”

      Nodding, I scanned over the perp once more and saw no means of discerning just who was behind the mask. After that, I placed the file on the desk and asked, “You want me to look into it?”

      Brennan grunted. “No need.” Another file made another appearance on his desk. “This was taken fifteen minutes later—the taxi ran a stoplight.”

      I cocked a brow at the picture I found this time. Same shirt and pants, but now? No face mask.

      And, sitting in the backseat of the taxi was no one other than Briar goddamn Gildermann.
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      It took until we finished dinner for my heart to calm down, and I think that was because these guys believed that the way to stop a woman from having a panic attack was through her stomach.

      So far, it had been a stunning four-course meal, and we hadn’t even reached dessert yet. A display of whipped goat and ricotta cheese, with herb oil, capers, marinated olives, sun dried tomatoes, a balsamic reduction, and grilled ciabatta bread had started us off, along with stilted conversation. That was followed quickly by a Waldorf salad and a surprisingly spicy butternut squash bisque.

      The main course had been sushi-grade swordfish, fried in beer batter, on a bed of shredded apples and radishes, remoulade, mashed fried potatoes, and malt vinegar. My mouth was watering again just thinking about the delicate balance of flavors.

      Apparently there was one thing these boys could do well, and that was plan a meal to impress someone. The conversation had slowly become easier as we had progressed through the courses, and while I wanted to believe that this could be a turning point for us, I couldn’t let go of what they had done to me.

      Did I look like an idiot?

      Okay, don’t answer that.

      Still, I wasn’t a dog they could kick when they were down, and then think that filling my belly was all the apology they needed for me to forgive them into believing they were semi-human again.

      I knew, deep down, a part of me would always believe they were the monsters in the shadows.

      “Dessert?” Lennox asked, as he looked around the table.

      Warily, I nodded, and when Lennox got up to retrieve whatever we were having for dessert, Flynn cleared our plates away, which surprised the hell out of me. They had been taking turns doing it, I just couldn’t get over them doing something they would consider below themselves. Especially when there had to staff close by.

      “So, when are you going to tell me why I’m here?” I inquired, before I took a sip of my Moscow Mule.

      “After we finish eating. We find business is best discussed on a full stomach, don’t you?” Blake commented, as he swirled the bourbon in his glass.

      “It can be, depending on what the business is,” I countered, hedging my bets.

      “What can I do to convince you that we have no intention of hurting you, emotionally or physically, tonight?”

      “See, it’s the fact that you had to specify tonight that puts me on edge. When we return to class tomorrow, are you going to go back to treating me like something you stepped in and can’t get off your shoe?”

      He raised his hands in apology—some apology. “We have our reasons for our actions, I promise.”

      “No offense, but your promise doesn’t mean much right now. Maybe I should just go,” I replied, pushing my chair back and standing.

      “You’re supposed to stay here with us until midnight.” Blake interjected, his lips twisting slightly at the mention of Winston. “You wouldn’t want us to tell your uncles that you had ducked out early, would you?” Blake asked as he stood to face me.

      “Of course not, but do you really want to blackmail me into staying?” I questioned, putting a hand on my hip and glaring at him.

      “I know my word doesn’t mean anything to you yet, but I promise what we want to talk to you about is worth sticking around for. Why don’t you sit back down and at least stay for dessert? If you want to leave after that, you can, and we won’t tell a soul. Deal?” Blake offered, extending his hand.

      I debated for a moment, warring with my own damned curiosity about what I wanted to do, before I stuck out my hand and shook his. He didn’t stop there though. Oh, no. He leaned down and kissed my knuckles like I was a queen and he was paying his respects.

      Blake’s lips were soft on my skin as he lingered for much longer than just a peck. When he flipped my hand over, I didn’t expect it, nor did I expect the kiss in the center of my palm, or the one on my wrist.

      His teeth scraped against me and sent a shudder of desire running through me, the likes of which I should have been ashamed to show him. I felt his lips curve into a smile against my skin as he kissed his way up my forearm to my elbow, dropping another kiss on the sensitive skin in the crook of my arm.

      “Sit,” he ordered, his voice husky with desire.

      I followed his command and sat down. There was no point in standing if I wasn’t going to leave until after dessert anyway.

      With my hand still in his hold, he kept my arm raised high as he crowded me, tracing kisses up to my shoulder and to the hollow of my neck.

      “Blake...” I muttered, intending to stop him, but he just nibbled the delicate flesh there and turned me into a quivering mess. My eyes slid shut, unable to focus on anything other than the sensations he was administering.

      When something cold touched my lips I startled, but he was just holding an ice cube from his drink to them, running it ever so lightly over my mouth. The taste of the bourbon and the frozen water mingled together, and I couldn’t help but lap it up.

      “Yes, baby girl, just like that,” he praised, with a growly undertone to his voice.

      Why did I want to please him so much? Did I think it would make him go easier on me the next day? Why was I not reading him the riot act for calling me baby girl? I was no one’s baby. Hadn’t been for a long time.

      When the ice cube touched my collarbone, and skimmed across from shoulder to shoulder, I shivered under his ministrations. Droplets of water were running down my chest and soaking into the fabric of my dress, or worse, slipping between my breasts and continuing on all the way down to my belly and even lower. Soft, sensual kisses covered the tender nape of my neck and around to the hollow of my throat, followed by him licking the area where the ice cube had just been. My breath was coming faster and faster, and I had to press my thighs together to try and relieve some of the tension.

      “If I could, I’d kill him for bruising your silky skin,” he growled, making me tremble.

      “Dude, I thought we agreed? Together or not at all.” Flynn’s voice came from where he and Lennox had disappeared with the dishes. He sounded disgruntled, annoyed, and my eyes fluttered open as I suddenly realized just how far this had progressed.

      Shakily, I took a steadying breath and wiped at the moisture on my skin while a blush flew up my cheeks.

      “Briar wanted to leave, so I was showing her some of the perks of staying,” Blake explained with a shrug, as he drained the last of his bourbon before strolling over to the drink counter and pouring himself another.

      “Well, dessert is here, so let’s have that first, shall we?” Lennox suggested smoothly, but his mouth was tight with irritation, and his eyes were narrowed on his friend—trouble in paradise? Good!

      He set a plate down in front of me and pulled the silver dome off to reveal what, after a double take, I realized was a poached pear. That wasn’t what it looked like though. The pear had been sliced in half lengthwise, and the core had been left intact, after that it had been poached in red wine and set in some kind of pastry with what I was willing to guess was a custard underneath.

      The overall effect?

      It looked like a vagina. Add in the ice cream that had been scooped onto the tip of it and was melting and running down, and it looked like a well-used vagina.

      It had to be on purpose, right?

      No one would make a dish like this and not realize what it looked like, would they?

      “Poached pear with a maple custard tart and vanilla ice cream,” Lennox declared with a flourish, as he sat down in his chair, snapping his white napkin and replacing it on his lap.

      I knew I was blushing. Hard. My cheeks felt like they were on fire, but the guys didn’t seem to care that the dessert looked like something explicit. Or maybe that was the point—rattle me, and put my mind on one thing so they could interrogate me about another.

      “Looks delicious,” Blake commented, as he glanced up and shot me a wink—yeah, he saw it too. The fucker.

      I watched as they each spread the pale, vanilla ice cream out over the rich, red fruit, and my mouth turned dry from the way they were manipulating the spoon over the flesh of the pear. They were doing it on purpose. They had to be, there was no other explanation. I pushed the thought aside and decided not to play along.

      The ice cream on my own dessert had melted and run down the sides to mingle with the custard underneath. I picked up my spoon and stabbed it into the pear, breaking it up into chunks around the hard core until I could remove it and set it to the side.

      When I took my first bite, I glanced up to find them all grinning at me like schoolboys. I couldn’t lie, they were each more than a little attractive sitting there in their tuxes and smiling at me. That wasn’t the point of getting me here though. I knew they had something planned, or at the very least, something they wanted to talk to me about, I just needed to wait until dinner was over and not get distracted by any more ice cubes, pears, or anything else of that nature.

      The pear itself was nothing special, but the custard underneath? Lord have mercy, it was mind-blowing. So much so, that I couldn’t stop the little groan of appreciation that left my mouth on the second bite. Yes, I’d been to etiquette classes and knew how unacceptable my behavior was, but at the same time, these were my peers, and besides, they’d already seen me caught in flagrante delicto, so what did a small sound matter?

      Or at least that’s what I thought.

      I was wrong.

      Turned out it mattered a lot. Something I only realized when I looked up from scraping the bowl clean and licking every morsel off the spoon. Fire burned in their eyes and I suddenly felt like a lamb being thrown to the wolves, and these wolves wanted to devour me whole.

      “What, uh, what did you want to talk about?” I asked, as I set my spoon onto the dish and attempted to get things on track—the track that got me out of here ASAP.

      There was something almost animalistic about the way they were watching me, and I knew if I didn’t get the ball rolling, I’d make some bad decisions. Terrible ones because something about them triggered a visceral response in me.

      Instead of flying, however, or fighting, it seemed like there was a third option—burn up and melt.

      I was worse than the stupid ice cream.

      “Your family,” Flynn responded, the words forcing themselves from between his clenched teeth while his gaze ping-ponged between Blake, Lennox, and me.

      “Oh? What about them?” I prompted, trying to calm my already rapidly beating heart. “You probably know them better than me.” My top lip curled in a sneer. “I mean, you did strike a deal with them to use their niece as a whore for the night, did you not?”

      They all flinched at the word whore, and suddenly my conclusion that they were all complete and utter bastards seemed to be called into question. There was genuine remorse on their faces, guilt too. A sight that had me frowning at them.

      “That was just a misunderstanding of the purpose of your visit,” Lennox corrected, his tone carefully modulated as though he was trying not to startle a wild animal—if anyone here was feral, it wasn’t me.

      “Is that all?” I queried mockingly, thinking back to when I’d first arrived and they had removed my panties.

      “We may have played into the idea so they didn’t suspect anything,” Blake interjected with a wicked grin.

      “So, taking my panties off was for my family’s benefit?” I questioned, raising an eyebrow and crossing my arms over my chest. When their gazes collectively dropped to my breasts, which had squished up and were looking like they were about to fall out of the top of my dress, I quickly dropped my arms and folded my hands into my lap.

      As the display stopped, they seemed to regain some use of their brains. “That was a bit of both.” Flynn’s cocky grin pissed me off, and I wanted no prevarication as I demanded:

      “What’s my uncle getting in exchange for a night in my company?” I whispered, hating the words.

      “Favor with my father,” Flynn told me easily, leaning back into his seat, he raised his arm and hooked his hand on the back of Lennox’s. “He needs to be in my dad’s good books with his upcoming gubernatorial run… something that wasn’t facilitated by him slapping multiple injunctions on our newspapers.”

      That made sense. A sick kind of sense, but yeah, I understood why this was happening now. Well, from my family’s side, not the guys’.

      Before I could query that, Flynn continued, “Lennox has cameras pointed at the elevator and lobby area, so if your family wants proof of what went down so they can try to blackmail us, then they will get a snippet and no more of us treating you like we were going to fuck you and that’s it.”

      “There are no cameras in the suite itself,” Lennox grumbled, as though the very thought was disgusting.

      “Plus, I, for one, can’t get your pussy out of my head,” Flynn added, biting down on his lower lip as his gaze slid down my body.

      I hated the way I responded. My nipples hardened under his watchful eyes, which I was sure was visible through the silky fabric of the dress.

      “Mathieu filmed me having sex without my consent,” I said, trying to remind myself and my traitorous body as much as them about what had happened. “And I feel like you had a part in it considering Mathieu’s in a coma, and somebody somewhere won’t let that video die... There’s nothing that’s ever going to erase what you’ve been doing to me.”

      “We know. We don’t expect it to be erased, but we hope with time you might understand why we did it,” Blake replied, sounding truly sorrowful for their actions.

      I narrowed my eyes at him. “And why is that?”

      “That’s a long story, and one we don’t have permission to tell, not yet at least,” Blake hedged, as he looked at me with those gray eyes that made a stormy sky look peaceful.

      “Permission?” I whispered, not quite able to believe it. Who the hell did they need permission from?

      Their fucking nannies?

      “Gildermann is a complicated place, one where we all have to play our parts,” Lennox began, his rich, soulful brown eyes as serious as ever as he awkwardly rubbed at the back of his neck, his chocolate hair brushing his cuff as he moved. “Here, we don’t have to though. This place is ours, to be who we please and do what we want, within reason of course.”

      “Of course,” I mimicked.

      “Briar,” Flynn murmured, capturing my attention as he pushed his chair back, stood, and walked over to me. I hadn’t expected him to kneel in front of me like a supplicant. “What my brothers are trying to say, is that there are other organizations on Gildermann’s campus that are far more powerful than anyone would ever want to believe. We are members of some of these organizations.”

      “You mean like Alpha Chi Psi?” I questioned, well aware they were brothers in that fraternity.

      He winced. “More than that. I promise we will tell you everything when we can, but for now, we can’t share anymore,” Flynn stated gruffly.

      His hands had been twirling around my ankles, grazing the sensitive skin by my Achilles tendon and skirting up the back of my leg to the even more delicate skin of the back of my knee.

      A chair scraped, and from scent alone I knew Blake was behind me. I heard the ice cubes clink in his glass and my mind flashed back to less than an hour or so ago when he had rubbed them over my skin. Every sensation suddenly felt as though it was turned up to eleven and I couldn’t get enough. I needed answers, but I couldn’t focus enough to turn the logical, reasonable side of my brain on. Instead, the lust-filled, throw-caution-to-the-wind side was in control.

      At that moment, I truly empathized with every dumb heroine who was too stupid to live, and who ran outside even though the ax murderer was clearly out there…

      But something about these bastards, God help me, worked for me.

      Jesus, if that wasn’t enough to have me dying of shame, I wasn’t sure what was. But the shame didn’t kill me as Flynn’s hand worked higher up my leg, gently pushing on my knee and inner thigh until my legs were spread for him. Fortunately, the skirt of the dress had enough give that it had dipped down to shield me from his view. Before I could readjust myself, an ice cube was being trailed up my arm and across my chest. My mind stuttered at the two sensations combined.

      “If I promise to make you come, can I taste your pussy?” Flynn’s words were brash and too forward, but the idea of an orgasm in that moment was so tempting.

      How long had it been since I’d been with a guy who just wanted to make me come, with no expectations in return? Had I ever? There were certainly expectations with Mathieu… He never gave without demanding something in return.

      And I’d loved him. Shit, I was more of an idiot than I imagined.

      “I’m not having sex with you, any of you,” I warned, my voice breathy but rough with need.

      “We didn’t expect you to, at least not tonight,” Blake whispered in my ear.

      Not tonight?

      That should have been a huge stumbling block, but instead, my gaze swung from Flynn, who was waiting before me like an eager puppy, to Blake, who stood behind me like he was a musician and I was his instrument. After a moment of searching, I found Lennox. He had moved his chair at some point so he could get a clear view of me, which also meant I had one of him, and could see his thick cock in his hand as he pumped up and down.

      “Len likes to watch at first,” Blake murmured. “How about we give him a show and you an orgasm you’ll never forget?”

      “No filming?” I breathed, as Flynn’s fingers crept higher on my inner thighs, tickling and teasing.

      “No cameras!” Len growled, as though he was insulted by the very idea that he’d allow something like that to happen in his suite.

      “Let me taste you, sweet Briar?” Flynn requested, although he sounded more like he was begging.

      I bit down on my lower lip. Was I really going to do this? As though he knew what I needed, Blake leaned down and kissed a line from my earlobe to my collarbone, while his hands ran ice cubes over my skin.

      “Touch me. Properly,” I whispered, as my mind was overwhelmed with sensation.

      Flynn’s hands pushed my skirt all the way up, and while I felt like I should be ashamed of letting myself be so exposed, as soon as his mouth descended on me, I couldn’t think, couldn’t form words. His tongue was a hurricane on my clit, and when he gripped my thighs and pulled me to the edge of the chair, I squeaked, but it just gave him better access.

      His tongue delved into me and he began to fuck me with it, slurping up my juices as though they were the most delicious thing in the world. “You taste like manna from the gods,” Flynn praised, taking a momentary break to admire me.

      Blake’s hands moved into the top of my dress, grabbing my breasts and kneading them, tweaking and playing with my nipples until I was a quivering mess once more. I had never been with multiple partners at once, that just wasn’t something a lady did, but since everyone thought I was a slut anyway, why not enjoy it? I didn’t expect the sensations and the lightning bolts of pleasure that wove through me, arcing between my nipples and clit.

      If it was just Flynn, it may have taken me longer to come, but it wasn’t. Between him sliding his fingers in and out of my hot pussy, his tongue swirling over my clit, and Blake’s hands playing with my breasts while he nipped at one of my most erogenous areas—the curve of my neck—I was pushed over the edge in a matter of minutes.

      I’d never been able to make myself come that fast or that hard before. My whole body was twitching and jerking in my seat, while the most unladylike sounds spilled from my lips. A shout came from across the room and my eyes flared wide, only to land on Len’s cock which was spurting into his fist.

      By the time I had calmed down enough to actually look around and register what was going on, I saw the guys were grinning at each other. Len’s eyes were glazed over and he looked like he was about to fall asleep, whereas Flynn was making a show of licking his fingers clean, and Blake was helping me wash up with a damp washcloth and readjusting my skirt for me.

      “How’d we do? Best orgasm of your life?” Flynn asked, sounding cockier than ever.

      “Top ten,” I breathed.

      “We’ll have to work our way up the list then, won’t we?” Blake all but purred from behind me, stunning me farther by pressing a kiss to my shoulder. The touch was close to tender, and it was just another way he’d confused me this evening.

      “First, we need to talk to you about your family,” Lennox stated, suddenly seeming to come alive again as he tucked his cock back into his pants, his waistcoat unbuttoned and forgotten on the chair behind him as he stood.

      “Yes, Len, we do need to talk to her about her family, but can the woman not catch her breath first?” Blake inquired, flipping his friend the bird.

      “God, I can’t wait to taste that pussy again,” Flynn muttered as he pushed to his feet, completely off topic.

      I ignored him, and demanded, “What’s going on with my family? Either tell me now or this is never going to happen again.”

      “So, you admit that it would happen again otherwise?” Flynn queried, pinning me with his green-blue eyes.

      “It’s a possibility that is fading quickly,” I threatened, as I readjusted my dress and stared at each of them in turn. This was not something I was going to back down from.

      They’d been withholding stuff from me all evening, and they were damn well going to tell me, or I’d turn and walk out and never come back.
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      I so was not in the mood for their bullshit. Yes, they had just given me an amazing orgasm, but they were also involved in the outright destruction of my reputation.

      Which made it totally fitting that I’d just let Flynn go down on me, right?

      Fuck a duck.

      At least he’d eaten me out… could that be considered my own form of vengeance? Payback by oral sex?

      “You might want to sit back down,” Blake warned, as he wandered back over to his seat, slumping down on it as he rested his elbows on his knees and hung his head low.

      “I think I need a new chair,” I replied quietly, having turned to see the mess that Flynn and I had made on the one I had been using.

      “Why don’t we move to the couches and relax?” Lennox suggested, pushing up from his own chair while Flynn just grinned like the cat that got the cream.

      Blake and Flynn followed suit, so it was just me standing around the table, feeling like an idiot. When I followed them over a moment later, I found them all sitting comfortably on the leather sofas and armchair. I had apparently been left with a choice, sit on the love seat with Flynn, or sit on the three-seater with Blake, since Lennox had taken the armchair for himself, and from the way he sat in it, it was his usual spot.

      I claimed the seat on the other end of the couch from Blake, and tucked my legs under me as I sat down. There wasn’t a lot to the dress and I was starting to feel a little chilly. I was surprised when Flynn muttered, “Heads up,” and tossed a blanket in my direction. Warily, I smiled at him and wrapped the luxurious fabric around my bare shoulders.

      “Your uncles are bad men,” Lennox started.

      “Tell me something I don’t know,” I muttered. I couldn’t help but snort in response, even though I knew he was trying to tell me something serious.

      “No, really,” Flynn insisted, his tone just as serious as Lennox’s, which was a surprise since he was usually the jokester of the bunch—of course, those jokes were mean more often than not. When he caught my eyes, he reiterated, “They are really bad men.”

      “Okay, I’m going to need a little more than that,” I said, feeling a knot bloom in the bottom of my stomach.

      “What the others are too chicken to say, is that your uncles have ties to the mafia. Before you get upset, please just hear us out,” Blake implored, raising his hands as if to stall me from butting in.

      Not that I was actually busting a gut to defend my family.

      It sure as hell wasn’t beyond the realms of possibility that my uncles were capable of being involved in dirty dealings. All my life, I’d seen signs of the levels they’d sink to, but I’d never experienced it personally.

      Well, seeing was believing.

      Lennox reached behind the table next to his armchair and retrieved some manila folders, which only made the knot in my stomach tighten even more.

      They had evidence? I mean, they had to, right? If they were pulling folders out and those folders were clearly filled with paperwork, then they had proof. What on earth had my uncles been doing in the Gildermann name?

      “Briar, this is going to be hard to hear,” Blake began, and when I glanced at him, I saw pity in his eyes. “Your family lost over two-thirds of its fortune in a Ponzi scheme… for a while, your uncles were scrambling around, trying to keep things afloat, until a syndicate approached them with a deal.

      “Your parents were murdered by that syndicate, because they didn’t want to play ball. Evidently, your uncles didn’t have the same qualms and have been working with them ever since. In particular, they have been helping them run human trafficking rings, putting their cronies in touch with the right people,” Flynn divulged, before chugging whatever was in his glass. “There, Band-Aid off.”

      Shakily, I stared at him, aware that my head didn’t feel like it was attached to my body anymore. The sensation was only exacerbated as they began showing me photos, call logs, and all kinds of other evidence that shook my world to its core.

      The photo of my parents laughing was the one that made me stop and reach out. It was from a security camera and had been taken just before their deadly drive home. I ran my fingers over their features, wishing, like always, that they were here. Still at my side.

      “We’ve been working, under orders, to try and discredit the Gildermann name. It’s why you’ve been treated the way you have at school—”

      “Whose orders?” I interrupted, brow puckering.

      “We work for an organization that—”

      Before he could say another word, I scoffed. “You make it sound like you’re Ethan Hunt. Your mission should you choose to accept it…” I mimicked.

      Flynn sniffed. “We’re cooler.”

      “Yeah. Right. I’ll just bet,” I pshawed.

      “It’s a brotherhood,” Blake interjected, shooting Flynn a warning look. “It’s a bit like the Masons.”

      I rolled my eyes. “Sounds real cool.”

      Lennox huffed. “Whether it’s cool or not is irrelevant. We have orders, and during our efforts to follow them, we also came across some interesting information about your uncles, which led us down a rabbit hole to the depths of their depravity. It’s not just what happened to your parents, but similar things have happened to those who oppose your uncles—they tend to disappear.”

      Blake murmured, “Now, you know Robert’s campaigning to be governor, but—”

      “His end game is the White House,” I whispered, the ramifications of all this hitting home with a bang.

      “We know for a fact they have their own personal sex slaves, Briar. We know that they help sell woman onto their friends. You have to see that we can’t allow your uncle to even get a chance at the presidency. If he does, then it will basically put a criminal organization in control of the country,” Lennox explained, opening folders and showing me more images as he talked.

      Some of the photos were from security cameras, some were clearly taken from much farther away, and some were taken from so close up that the camera had to have been planted somewhere innocuous for it not to be noticed.

      The photos weren’t just of my uncles, though they looked equally as guilty as one another, but there were swarms of terrified women in cages that were being loaded into shipment containers like they were cargo. Men in sharp suits stood around, watching others do the work, but they were men, who, in other images, I saw having meals with my uncles in fancy restaurants.

      Not just once.

      Several times.

      One particular photo hit me harder than the others, rags that must have once been clothing were hanging from bony shoulders under gaunt cheeks, while men with guns and bats stood on one side of a line of women and girls who were being ushered from a van into a building. The image made my stomach roll and threaten to revisit the meal we had just finished. My uncles were involved in this?

      “Maybe my uncles are doing this under duress,” I whispered, hoping for some sliver of light in the darkness that seemed to swallow my whole world.

      “No, Briar. It’s for cold, hard cash,” Blake stated grimly.

      “But they didn’t kill my parents, the mafia did, right?” I didn’t have to look in a mirror to know that I was beseeching them, at that moment, to lie to me.

      Lennox grimaced. “That’s what we believe. And even if they didn’t pull the trigger as it were, they were complicit. They had to know that your father was killed at the syndicate’s hand for not playing ball with their plans.”

      “Nothing here has been fabricated, Briar. It’s all true, whether you choose to believe us or not is a whole different matter. What we want, though, is to get you on our side, to have your help in bringing your uncles down. What do you say?” Blake asked quietly. His gray eyes pierced my own, not letting me shy away. His openness at that moment told me he was speaking the truth.

      I had always known my uncles were bad men, but the fact that they’d had a hand in my parents’ deaths? That was on a whole different level. Add in the human trafficking aspect, and I felt sick at the idea of sharing any DNA with them, let alone them claiming to have raised me as one of their own.

      At least now I understood why they didn’t care if they sold my body for someone’s use. It was their business, and women, be they young or old, were their commodity.

      Each of those women was a daughter that had gone missing. Each of those girls wanted their parents, who most likely still lived somewhere. While I couldn’t relate to the first, I could definitely relate to the second, even though I knew my parents were dead and buried.

      “I’ll help,” I announced shakily.

      Two words.

      My life had just changed with two words, only I didn’t realize to what extent just yet, but I soon would.

      “You will?” Lennox questioned from his armchair.

      “I will, provided I can see proof of their activities in person,” I added, knowing I could never get rid of that seed of doubt if I didn’t witness some of these activities with my own eyes.

      “Briar, that’s not a good idea. If they find out...”

      “They’ll kill me,” I stated softly, only just realizing how likely that was now. When Royce had choked me, I hadn’t thought it possible my life was truly under threat, it had felt like a warning, but now, I saw I’d already been in danger. “I understand the risks. More than you know. You’re asking me to turn on my only family, though, so I need more than some grainy photos from a source that haven’t proven themselves as completely trustworthy to seal the deal. And you can take that sex tape down now as well, please,” I murmured, getting my emotions under control as I laid out my demands.

      I might have wanted to rage and scream and cry about how unfair all of this was, but I wouldn’t do that in front of anyone. That kind of explosive behavior could wait until I was alone at home.

      “No can do, sugar tits,” Flynn said from the loveseat.

      “Excuse me?” I asked, slowly turning in his direction. His words had me gaping at him. Sugar tits? What the hell?

      “The tape was an order from on high. We don’t have the authority to take it down,” Blake explained, shooting a glower at Flynn.

      “Okay, then who do you need to talk to, to get it taken down?” I inquired, my tone calm even though inside, I was roiling like the sea in the middle of a storm.

      “Briar, I don’t think you understand what’s going on yet.” Lennox took a deep breath while I skewered him with my stare, although apparently it didn’t have as strong an effect on him as it did on Winston. “We are trying to destroy your family, not just legally, but with slander as well. The whole Gildermann reputation needs to go down in flames if we are to keep Royce out of the White House. The syndicate that he and your other uncles work for are too powerful for us to do anything other than reduce the Gildermann name to ashes.

      “You’re a part of that slander. In fact, tomorrow we will act like none of this happened and treat you the same way we have been. It can’t look like we are working together, or are even friendly. Everything needs to be just so if this is going to work.”

      Lennox twisted a ring on his pinky that I’d never noticed before. It was gold, which seemed unlike him, and had a crest in the middle that was made up of hands clasped together, a fleur-de-lis, and a floating eyeball. Weird. When I looked around, I realized the others were wearing them too.

      The Masons, they said… Huh.

      “So, you’re saying that I’m still just a pawn, I’m just getting the option of choosing a side? And I couldn’t have been given this option before the sex tape went up?” I queried, disgusted with their organization as much as I was with my uncles.

      “We didn’t have a choice about that. As I said before, we just work for the people who run the organization,” Blake replied, sounding genuinely sour about the whole thing so it made me want to punch him in the balls a little less.

      Just a little, though.

      “So, tomorrow in class, you’re going to hurl insults at me and treat me like shit and I just have to take it while you mock me on that dumb website?” I demanded from between clenched teeth.

      “It’s not our choice, believe me, Briar. You don’t deserve any of this,” Flynn clarified, which went nowhere close to soothing me.

      Studying them, I tried to figure out what would prove their genuine distress over my predicament to me. When it came to me, I stated, “I want to investigate Uncle Royce’s place, see if he really does have some woman held captive, and if she’s there, then I want to free her. That’s the deal. We do that together, and I’ll help you take my family apart piece by piece. If you won’t or you refuse, then you can go back to just being asshole bullies and I won’t lift a finger to help you.”

      I wasn’t a business major for nothing, dammit, and negotiation, alongside corruption, was in my blood.

      “We’ll have to check in and get approval for that, but we’ll let you know tomorrow,” Blake conceded, but I saw the appreciation in his eyes.

      The man liked that I could haggle.

      Len rocked forward in his seat. “Your driver will be here in the next ten minutes, so you should probably get ready to go.”

      I couldn’t believe I’d been with them as long as I had. The fact that I was more wired than when I arrived only spoke about the bombshells they had dropped on me. I pushed to my feet though, and shrugged off the blanket, preparing myself to leave and find Winston—at that moment, he was like a haven of normalcy that was beckoning me home.

      Flynn got up and moved across the suite to where my panties had been left on the floor. He scooped them up and I held out my hand, ready to thank him for getting them for me. Instead, he just pocketed them with a grin.

      “Finders keepers,” he singsonged, his erection straining at his pants once again.

      I couldn’t believe these guys were the same ones I’d see at school the next day, the ones who’d just warned me they were going to carry on being complete assholes to me.

      “Can we give her an orgasm for the road?” Flynn asked, as his eyes raked over me, the conversation aimed at his friends and not, ya know, at me.

      Bastard.

      “I don’t think there’s time, but whenever Briar wants one, all she has to do is ask,” Blake stated, seeming to be the more senior one of their little group, at least in that moment.

      “Is that so?” I inquired, suddenly intrigued as my thoughts of payback oral sex reared their head again.

      “It is. We are happy to service you whenever needed to make up for the pain we are putting you through,” he offered, and his phrasing left a lot to be desired.

      Service?

      Like I was a mare in heat?

      “So, you don’t actually want to, you just feel guilty?” I asked, suddenly feeling horrified by what had occurred earlier.

      “No, that’s not what he meant. Lennox,” he hissed. “Could you make it sound creepier?”

      “Jesus,” Flynn muttered, shaking his head and rolling his eyes at his friend.

      Blake cleared his throat. “Trust me, Briar, we all want you. Can’t you tell?” Blake gestured to his own tented pants before Flynn’s and Len’s as well. “Maybe one day, you’ll want us just as much as we want you, but until then, this is all one sided and we know we have a shit ton to make up for. We’re willing to do that… on our knees.” His husky tone had my own knees feeling shaky.

      “I see,” I replied, my throat thick with the arousal that imagery stirred.

      Something dinged before I could form a better response and Len answered a call box on the wall.  “Yes?”

      “Apologies for the intrusion, sir, but there’s a chauffeur here to pick up Ms. Gildermann,” a male voice said, sounding extremely apologetic for interrupting.

      “Thank you, Manfred, she’s on her way down.”

      I stared at the three of them, cutting each of them a look as I tried to gauge whether or not I’d been played tonight. I’d seen shit that would cause me nightmares in the files they’d shown me, but I needed them to know something. Something very, very important…

      “If you played me, if this is all bullshit, and another elaborate game you’re plotting for that damn website—” I pursed my lips. “I’ll make you regret the day you were born.”

      And I meant every word.

      Before they could say anything, I stepped into the elevator I had exited earlier with such fear. The fear was still there, but the reason behind it was different.

      Aware there were cameras on me now, ones located in the elevator carriage, I nodded at them, but I hoped they saw the fire in my eyes.

      I’d been running scared since the sex tape had gone viral. But now? If they weren’t lying, they’d shown me that shit truly could not get worse. That meant, for the second time in my life, I had nothing to lose, and a Gildermann with their back against the wall?

      Well, penis or no, they came out fighting.

      When the elevator doors opened again, I walked out with my head held high, unwilling to let the fact that my dress declared me as a certain type of guest. That I looked like a whore didn’t mean I couldn’t exit the hotel like the queen I was, so I owned each and every step.

      Winston was there at the doors waiting for me, looking more furious than ever. I was willing to bet that someone had stopped him from coming up to the suite himself, which was a good thing considering everything that had just happened.

      “Ms. Gildermann, are you ready?” he questioned as I approached, his voice carrying so that the concierge heard him, and I wondered what kind of argument the two of them had before Manfred had paged the suite upstairs.

      “Yes. Thank you, Winston,” I replied, as he held the door open for me before quickly walking to get the door of the limo as well.

      I slid onto the leather seat and he shut the door behind me. The world seemed to fade away as it always did when I was in my car and he was driving. I could feel his eyes on me, searching. What for, I wasn’t sure, but I knew he was looking for something.

      For the first time, I wanted to close the window between us, to shut out his questioning eyes, to be able to let my guard down without anyone being able to see, but I didn’t. I knew if I did it would hurt him, especially after we’d fucked in my kitchen. I didn’t want him to read more into the action than there would be, so I left it and put up with the searching and probing gaze that kept trying to meet mine in the rearview mirror.

      When we got back to my apartment, I waited until he opened the door for me and I’d made it out of the limo before I turned and said, “Good night, Winston.”

      “Briar, are you okay?” Winston’s voice was careful, as though he couldn’t help himself from checking in on me.

      Okay?

      No, I wasn’t okay, and I might never be again.

      “I’ve been better. I’ll see you in the morning,” I said grimly, cutting him off before he could try to talk to me some more.

      I didn’t need to talk. I needed to explode.

      Rage had been bubbling within me ever since I saw those photos, and now that I was alone in my own private space, I could finally let it have free rein.

      The second the door closed behind me, a yell tore from my throat and I picked up the first thing I could reach and threw it across the room.

      The vase I grabbed shattered on impact, and sent fragments flying throughout the room. I didn’t stop there though. Anything breakable was fair game as I let my fury consume me and burn itself out until I bowed down to the ache of grief.

      And even then, it still consumed me.

      To the point that I feared it always would.
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      She’d been weird when I picked her up.

      Standoffish.

      Briar wasn’t like that, so I knew whatever bastard her uncles had sold her to like some kind of fucking human cattle had messed with her mind as well as her body.

      The distance she’d put between us had made the partition in the limo feel like a fucking chasm. I’d felt as though I were driving with the Grand Canyon sitting between us, and all told, I didn’t appreciate it.

      Not one bit.

      Even if she was working through some shit.

      I’d determined, however, to leave her alone. To let her process. But when I heard the smash of glass, then the wave of sobs? I was glad I’d followed her up after she’d hustled away from me as though I was newly diagnosed with fucking leprosy.

      I had a key that I was only supposed to use in emergencies—well, guess what?

      This was an emergency.

      The second I opened the door and took in the room, I saw the glass on the floor and the blood, as well as the slick footprints that had my heartbeat soaring. As I scanned the room, it took me a few minutes to find her.

      The bloody footprints were as much of a guide as anything, but from the doorway, I couldn’t see her.

      The building and apartment were luxury. No expense was spared. But no nineteen-year-old should be living like this on her own. It was wrong on so many levels. Especially for someone like Briar, who was alone in so many ways that my heart ached for her.

      My parents were Italian American, boisterous and loud. They embraced all of their four kids with their love, as well as their insistence that each of those four kids earn their own way, even though the family business wasn’t doing too badly for itself.

      Shit, it was nothing like the Gildermann empire, but their construction firm did very well, and could have paid for all my siblings and me to go through college without us getting lumbered with student debt.

      But they’d made us work our own way, had forged a respect for the green that was irreplaceable, especially when I saw the pricks at Gildermann College. Wasting their daddy’s dime on sports cars furnished with Gucci interiors and girls with more designer handbags than brain cells.

      When I looked at Briar, I knew she wasn’t like that, even if, until ACP had gotten involved in her life, she’d been one of the popular kids. She had all the shit that was required for someone of her station, but it didn’t define her.

      And it didn’t stop that inherent look of loneliness I’d always seen burning in the back of her eyes.

      Or that edge that had always tempted me. The flames that had threatened to scorch me.

      My mouth dried as I thought about what Brennan had shown me tonight, the pictures that revealed something I had never anticipated, I headed deeper into a room that should have been shared by a few college girls, each bitching about their parents and supporting one another through school, and found Briar tucked in a corner, huddled in on herself. Alone.

      Always fucking alone.

      Her shoulders were heaving with tears, her body shaking with her sobs.

      But the worst thing of all?

      They were silent tears.

      She was silent.

      As I stared at her, I thought about how strange it was that this woman could affect me so. She was goddamn young, too fucking young—either that, or I was too old. She was from another stratosphere thanks to her name, and possessed an inherent ruthless streak that I’d never noticed in her before—one that enabled her to slash the brake lines of a car belonging to someone who’d crossed her.

      I’d never seen a sign of that mercilessness before. Had never imagined it in her.

      The worst thing of all?

      I liked it.

      I liked that she was capable of it. That she wouldn’t take shit lying down. It turned me on that she could play a role, and look as innocent as a newborn lamb while weathering a storm that hadn’t been of her own making.

      That took strength, and what man wasn’t aroused by strength?

      Sure, morally, what she’d done was wrong.

      But this was the real world.

      This world was completely different than the one that even my parents, who were considered well-to-do, roamed in.

      This world was like the gateway to Hell, and I’d been walking this path ever since college. To me, Briar had always been like the angel on top of the Christmas tree as a kid. Untouchable and perfect, only visible from afar. After what I’d learned? Suddenly Briar was very, very tangible.

      Pulling myself from my musings, I didn’t say anything as I approached, didn’t do anything other than bend down and haul her up into my arms. She screamed, body writhing and limbs flailing as she tried to escape, but then she signed both our death warrants.

      The second her eyes caught mine, she instantly settled.

      And that?

      Fuck, that did more to me than even the sight of her in that damn taxi, wearing the clothes the perp who’d slashed Andersen’s brake lines had been dressed in.

      Her instant and immediate trust decimated me, and I wasn’t a man easily decimated.

      She settled in my arms like she’d been born to be there, and I had a feeling that was exactly right.
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      Waking up in Winston’s arms had been too good. Just… too good.

      Too warm.

      Too comfortable.

      Too comforting.

      After the night I’d had, with the revelations I’d endured, I was left thinking about the different facets of my life that had brought me here. To this point.

      As I lay in Winston’s arms, staring up at the ceiling that flashed with light every time a car drove past, illuminating a bedroom that had been decorated with no expense spared and yet was soulless, I thought about two things.

      My parents had died because my father had been too good, too decent to get involved with traffickers to restore the family coffers.

      I didn’t remember him. Not that much. I remembered my mother’s kind eyes, her warm hug. I knew my daddy had come into my room at night to kiss my temple and make sure I was snuggled in bed…

      I had nothing but those memories. Warm ones. Glimpses of a past that proved, at one point, I’d been loved. That immediate family had wanted me and adored me.

      After?

      I’d been shoved in all my uncles’ homes at some point, but with some longer than others.

      The crazy thing was, I could so easily envisage them having a sex slave tied up in a secret part of their mega mansions.

      How fucked up was that?

      I could imagine that, could visualize it because I knew the Gildermanns worked to a different code than the rest of the world.

      Anything we want is ours for the taking.

      Didn’t matter if it was illegal, didn’t matter if it was wrong or immoral, if we wanted it?

      It was ours.

      And hadn’t I proven I was exactly like that?

      Someone had wronged me, someone I’d thought I’d loved had recorded us in bed, released that to the world, and then, when I’d learned the truth and had gone to his apartment to discuss it?

      He’d laughed at me.

      Laughed.

      Like I was lesser than him. Like he could do whatever the fuck he wanted to me and it didn’t matter because I didn’t matter.

      A shiver rushed down my spine as I thought about the role I’d have to play today at school. The innocent one. The one where I was wronged, where I had to endure. But I wasn’t born to endure, I was born to make war on my enemies.

      My uncles thought I was weak because I had a pussy, but it made me everything they weren’t.

      Somewhere down the line, I’d forgotten that. Winston had told me I was a queen, and he wasn’t wrong. That belief had fallen by the wayside when I’d walked into Gildermann, aware that I had a cover story to uphold, and had been faced with the humiliation Flynn, Lennox, and Blake had thrown at me.

      For three long days, I’d been disconcerted, and now? Even though those boys were behind my downfall, I knew the root cause of it wasn’t them.

      It was my family.

      My poisonous, toxic family who’d facilitated in my parents’ murder because they hadn’t conformed.

      I was, I recognized as I lay relaxed in Winston’s arms, at a turning point.

      I could toe the line too, do as they said, be what they wanted—their puppet whore who fucked their cronies to ease their path to the White House.

      Or I could be the beginning of their end.

      My jaw tensed as I thought about it, and I knew there was no contest.

      My family was going to burn, and I was going to be the one who lit the fucking flame.

      “You okay?”

      I tensed, surprised Winston was awake when I’d thought he was still asleep. “No,” I admitted, surprising myself with the truth in that statement. I’d meant to lie to him, but I couldn’t.

      This guy had fought for my honor. He’d defended me even though his livelihood was tied to my family’s approval.

      Could I trust him?

      Could I trust the man who held me tightly in his arms? Who hadn’t made a move, all night, to fuck me? Who’d allowed me to cry on him, who’d borne the brunt of the decimation of the dam that contained all my emotions…?

      “Why did you attack Royce?”

      “Because he deserved it.”

      “Aren’t you scared of what he might do to you?” I whispered. “There are repercussions for going against a Gildermann.”

      “I’m not afraid of him,” he scoffed, then before I could chide him, he whispered, “There’s nothing he can do to me that frightens me, so don’t fret on my behalf. Briar?” His hand came up, and the scrape of the calluses on his palm as it ran down my arm made me shiver.

      Another morning, another time, I’d have rolled over and started something.

      But today?

      I had a war to plan.

      “Yes?”

      “Would you do it again?”

      My brow puckered. “Do what again?” For a second, I thought about last night. Thought about what Winston believed. “Winston, it wasn’t what you think. Last night, my uncles had arranged for me to speak with Blake Hennessy, Lennox—”

      He reared upright at that and I released an “oomph,” as I fell back into the sofa. “What the fuck?” he snarled, and a second later, the bedroom light was on and I was blinking back the harshness of the sudden glow.

      Rubbing my tear sore eyes, I tilted my head at him, wondering where his head was at.

      “They touched you?” he growled.

      I frowned at him, then reached over and pressed my hand to his shoulder. “They didn’t force me,” I whispered softly.

      His nostrils flared and his chin dipped.

      Once.

      I’d hurt him.

      Fuck. I hadn’t meant to do that, and because I hadn’t, I did something else I hadn’t meant to… “Winston, they told me something.”

      His brow puckered. “Ignore those cu—”

      I shook my head. “No. They told me something about my family. They—”

      His head slanted to the side. “What?”

      God, how could I tell him this? What good would it do? As I ducked my head, a wave of guilt washed over me, and then I saw it.

      His pinkie ring.

      How the hell hadn’t I noticed it before?

      It was like the one Lennox had worn.

      The seal on it, that creepy as fuck eye— “You’re Alpha Chi Psi.”

      “What?” He blinked at me, then looked where I was. Instantly, he curled his hand into a fist, but I didn’t let him hide it. I reached over, grabbed his balled-up fingers, and pried them loose.

      It was a testament to the man that he made no move to stop me. Didn’t get up and leave, didn’t push me away. Sure, his anger made his face rigid, but I was used to dealing with angry men.

      Especially recently.

      When I stared at the signet ring, I gulped as I brushed my thumb over it, feeling the bumps of the engraving like a whisper of song down my spine.

      “You were in on it, weren’t you?” I asked, staring blankly down at the innocuous piece of jewelry that condemned us both.

      He was silent, and I didn’t fucking blame him. His next few words mattered more than he goddamn knew.

      “What did you feel when you heard Andersen’s car had gone off the side of the road?”

      My eyes flared wide at that, and I tipped my head back to stare at him. “Pardon?” Whatever I’d expected him to say, it wasn’t that.

      His face was stern, tense, but when I looked at him, I couldn’t help but notice that though he’d avoided my question, answering it with another question of his own, he wasn’t hiding from me.

      He hadn’t gotten up off the bed to drag on some clothes so he could rush out of here in shame. My trust issues were only deepening the longer we stayed here like this, but the way he reacted told me that he wasn’t hiding.

      He stayed there, calm and silent, so restful at that moment he was like the stillness of the sky above the turbulence of the sea, and somehow, that made me breathe easier.

      Sure, he was as in on this whole fucking mess as Lennox, Flynn, and Blake, but, and it was a huge but, he wasn’t fumbling for excuses. Wasn’t being kind to me behind everyone’s backs so he could bully me in front of the world…

      Winston wasn’t like that.

      Sure, it could be argued that I didn’t know him period. That he could be lying to me, using our closeness to worm his way deeper into my world so he could wreck it at a later date, but call me stupid, I didn’t think so.

      There was a futility about when we kissed. A sense that this was as unexpected for him as it was for me.

      That I had faith in.

      Which was why I was truthful as I told him simply, “I was glad.”

      “Why?”

      I licked my lips. That wasn’t so easy to respond to. Not without implicating myself.

      “I consider myself a fair person,” I told him, turning my gaze from him and staring at the wall ahead where a small Manet sat in a place of pride. The original work of art cost more than this apartment, and my aunt had given it to me on my nineteenth birthday because that was my family.

      All heart.

      I hadn’t seen them on the day in question, but their gifts? Sure, they’d rolled in because it was easier to throw money at me than time—especially now I was old enough to fend for myself.

      “Briar?” Winston urged, and I realized I’d fallen silent.

      Blinking, I cleared my throat. “Yeah. I consider myself fair. If he’d told me it was a mistake, or, I don’t know…” I thought about the time when I’d confronted him and curled my fingers into fists. “I went to see him after you told me. Went to find out how there was something like that even in existence. I mean, people record themselves all the time. But we hadn’t discussed that. He did it without my consent, and I genuinely believed, until I confronted him, that it was a mistake.

      “Like, I thought he’d been hacked or something. Or it had been accidentally uploaded. I mean, that makes me sound gullible, but hell, weirder things have happened. I thought we’d ride it out together. My rep was damaged, sure, but so was his. We were going to burn together and I wanted to get things straight.”

      “What went wrong?” Winston inquired, and the acuity in his question gave me pause.

      I pondered that for a second, then replied, “I went and saw him and disturbed him while he was in bed with another woman.” That had been the first hurt. “Then he laughed at me. Told me he was fucking me because of who I was, then said he’d taken the video on a ‘dare’—” I threw in finger quotes, “—because he wanted to rip the pedestal out from under me.” Anger burned just as hotly in my veins now as it had that morning.

      “You’re many things, Briar, but on a pedestal isn’t one of them.”

      His words were like calamine lotion on poison oak-marred flesh, and I clung to them, clung to the genuine feeling in his voice as I turned to him and stared at his handsome face.

      He was older than me. He was, in my family’s eyes, beneath me, and somehow, he was tied to the organization that Flynn, Lennox, and Blake were in.

      I had to believe that he was behind the beginning of my demise, knew he’d been pivotal in my downfall because why would he be here otherwise?

      It didn’t make sense to have someone infiltrate my household and for them not to be a part of the shit hitting the fan.

      But the way he looked at me?

      Call me a fool, but it reminded me of something I’d seen when my mommy had looked at my daddy.

      “I’m spoiled,” I told him, rather than reply to his statement. “He had to pay, Winston. You see that, right?”

      He snorted, then his gaze darted over to the Manet. “Spoiled is one thing, but entitled?”

      I frowned. “The two are different to you?”

      He nodded. “Worlds apart. I came into this job expecting to drive around a pain-in-the-ass princess who thought the sun rose and set on her plastic-surgery-enhanced nose, and who’d treat me like I was shit on her shoes.” His lips curved as he reached up and his fingers brushed my jaw. “Instead, I came face to face with a queen in the making. One who didn’t know her own worth, even if she allowed others to settle on a valuation.”

      My heart began racing. “What does that mean?”

      “It means that even before this recent past, you were chattel to your family, Briar. They were always going to sell you to the highest bidder.” I flinched because he was right, and God, how I hated that. But there was no denying it, no hiding from the fact I’d always known I’d be expected to make a suitable match with the right man—a man whose rightness would be measured by everyone other than myself. “The format is what changed,” he continued, breaking my heart with his insight. “Instead of marriage, now it’s…”

      I raised a hand. “You don’t have to say it.”

      “No? Don’t I?” He cocked a brow, then leaned forward, coming so close I could see the stubble on his jaw before I felt it against my tender flesh. “The question is, Briar, are you going to let them make you a whore, or you going to make them your bitch?”

      

      
        
        ❖

        Briar

      

      

      

      Walking into school later that morning was like seeing everything again for the first time. The sneers, the whispers, everything was the same as it had been on my first day back. The only difference was this time, I felt like I knew what was going on. I was no longer a puppet on a string—I’d been cut free. Even if I couldn’t act the part, the knowledge was powerful enough that it allowed me to look past everything else.

      My gaze lit on the three figures walking toward me, and my heart beat in my throat. They’d warned me they’d be just as cruel as ever, but when they brushed passed me with enough force to leave me falling to the floor, with papers spilling everywhere, I was just as horrified as I would have been if I didn’t know the truth behind their actions.

      Apparently, stupidly, I’d been harboring some lingering hope that they would treat me better because they couldn’t help themselves. Ha! How wrong I’d been.

      Chittering and laughter filled my ears as I rushed to grab my papers, homework, and notes before they got footprints or dirt smashed into them. I was successful with most of it, but of course the paper I had to turn in during my first class was the one with a big, dirty footprint on it. At least, it was on the back of one of the pages.

      I rushed into the classroom just in time before the teacher shut the door. Professor Inswich wasn’t exactly known for his tolerance of less than punctual behavior—the second that door was closed, you opened it on pain of death if you were late.

      As I took my regular seat, I saw Blake was sitting behind it, and as usual, nervous energy filled my belly.

      Before I could forget, I dropped the paper into the stack on the desk and slinked away to my place, already dreading what he was about to say. I knew it was going to be mean from that cold sneer on his face—a sneer that hadn’t been in place at all last night.

      My BS radar flared to life, but what I’d seen in the photos they’d shown me? Those images of my uncles breaking bread with the same men who’d been watching their workers round up the women in cages for transportation? That was my reminder. That was my home truth.

      “Hey there, princess, have a good trip this morning?” Blake said loud enough that everyone, including the professor, could hear, which earned me a suspicious glance from him.

      “Ms. Gildermann, is this yours?” I heard a moment later. I’d already had my head bowed toward the desk and my pen doodling in my notebook while I waited for Inswich to begin the lecture.

      My head snapped up, and I saw the paper I’d just turned in dangling from between fingers that were only just touching enough of it to hold onto it.

      “Yes, sir,” I replied, wondering at the stupid question as my name was clearly on it.

      “What exactly do you expect me to do with this piece of garbage you have presented me with?” Inswich sneered.

      “Sorry, sir, I dropped it in the hallway. Someone must have stepped on it,” I muttered, aware of the snickers at my predicament.

      “They must have,” he said, tilting the clump of stapled papers toward him so he could easily see the dirty footprint. “I will not grade trash. That goes for all of you. Since this is the first lapse in your judgment, at least when it comes to your school work, I’ll give you until the end of the day to turn in a clean copy.”

      More snickers flowed through the classroom at the professor’s jab.

      “Understood, sir,” I replied quietly, a moment before he launched into the lecture as though he hadn’t been expecting me to respond at all.

      The rest of the hour passed uneventfully, as did the next class. I’d been on my way to try and find a free printer when I passed Inswich’s preferred classroom and heard Blake’s voice. At first I thought nothing of it, but when I heard my name, I couldn’t help but pause.

      “It was my fault. The mess her paper was in, I mean. We’d run into each other in the hallway and it fell. I must have stepped on it without realizing it.

      “Is there any way you’d be willing to grant her a longer extension? Printers here are like stumbling across an original Van Gogh,” he joked, “rare, extremely valuable, and most people won’t give them up without a fight.” Blake’s voice was different from the one I was used to. It was all buddy-buddy and like he was talking to an old friend, not his professor.

      Still, he’d broken ‘character’ for me… It wasn’t exactly a box of chocolates or a dozen roses, but my heart warmed like it was.

      Stupid heart.

      “Fine, but only because you asked so nicely, Blake. As long as she gets it to me before eight tomorrow morning, I’ll accept it, but after that, if I still don’t have a clean copy, she’ll get an incomplete. It’s more than she deserves for the dirt she’s brought into this school.” Inswich sniffed, as though he could scent me like a dog and I pressed a little tighter against the wall.

      “I don’t believe that’s necessary, sir,” Blake stated, his voice sounding more like the one I was used to—cold and calculating.

      “What’s not necessary? Don’t tell me you’re standing up for that whore?”

      “She was dating Mathieu when the tape was taken. I don’t know who uploaded it, but I do know that she wasn’t aware the footage was being taken. She’s said as much to me herself.”

      “If she’d kept her legs closed in the first place then she wouldn’t have to worry about anything, would she? Now, unless you have something else, Mr. Hennessy? Or would you prefer me to rescind my generosity?”

      “No, sir. Thank you. I’ll pass on the new deadline to Briar.”

      I scurried away before anyone could see me. All through my next class and lunch, I replayed the conversation between Inswich and Blake in my head. He couldn’t have known I was there, so he was defending me… because he wanted to?

      If only my brain could have stayed focused on that instead of Flynn in the class after lunch. It probably would have saved me a headache. Alas, it didn’t. With Flynn sitting across from me in the new classroom setup, all I could think about was his tongue between my thighs.

      When he started throwing tiny pieces of paper at me, I laughed, at least at first. When he kept throwing balled up paper at me I stopped laughing, especially when they appeared to be wet. I was picking one off my skirt when I heard whispers.

      I glanced up and saw Flynn looking at me rather pointedly, and chatting with the guy he was sitting next to, Bob or Greg, I couldn’t remember his name. The two of them were glancing at a photo on a phone and then at me. I sighed and crossed my legs, earning a bigger smile from Flynn that had me rolling my eyes. Whatever he was thinking, this wasn’t Basic Instinct and I was no Sharon Stone.

      When my phone buzzed in my pocket, I ignored it, but when I heard other phones buzz throughout the classroom, I felt a sinking sensation in my gut. The professor wasn’t paying attention, and any student worth their salt in Gildermann knew how to check their phones without being caught. The buzz had been an anonymous text message with a link to the website, not that I needed it, since the thing was practically my home page.

      It had been updated, just like I’d feared, only it wasn’t what I’d been anticipating, which was some shot of me from the night before.

      The guys had been true to their word on that count, at least so far. Trust was not an easy thing for me to come by as of late so that definitely came as a surprise, and it was why I’d refreshed the page a hundred times this morning—as the last thing I’d expected was for them to stay true to their word.

      Instead of a shot of me from our evening together, what I found was a photo of Winston, his lip bloodied and a fist that must have been flying when the shot was taken. Followed shortly thereafter was a shot of Winston and me from the morning before the fight, where there was very obviously something going on between us. Finally, the piece de resistance was a photo of me appearing to scratch my pussy in class. I knew that Flynn had been throwing those spitballs across the room for a reason, I just hadn’t expected it to be that.

      The headline accused me of slumming it with Winston and him having given me an STI. Wonderful. Just fucking fabulous.

      That they would go against one of their own was a surprise to me.

      As soon as the bell rang, I was up and out of my seat. When I saw Blake in the hallway, he looked guilty as sin, as did Lennox who was standing next to him. Blake, at least, would make eye contact, which told me that Len was the one updating the website.

      When I was close enough, I grabbed Hennessy by the tie and dragged him into the stairwell. “What the hell do you think you’re doing bringing Winston into this?”

      “Who the fuck is Winston?” Blake asked while he straightened his tie.

      “My driver,” I ground out.

      “Oh, he’s just a casualty of war. Now let me pass or I’ll make this into a scene.”

      “I don’t care. Do what you want to me, but leave him out of it! He’s one of your own for crying out loud. Aren’t there rules against that kind of thing?” I hissed angrily at them.

      Len had sidled up to the two of us while I’d been speaking, and a moment later, Flynn was there as well. Just what I needed—the three musketeers were surrounding me once again, only this time, there was no sexual tension in the air. At least, not until Flynn grabbed my ass with both hands, sliding them under my skirt like they were always meant to be there.

      “Get off me, this is important,” I angrily whispered at him.

      “She’s right. It is important,” Blake agreed, interrupting the otherwise delightful way Flynn was stroking my ass with his hands. “What the hell do you mean he’s one of us?”

      “Alpha Chi Psi,” I replied flatly. “He has a signet ring. Didn’t you notice?” I should have felt smug that I’d picked up on that and they hadn’t, but instead, I just felt fucking defeated.

      I trusted that Winston hadn’t used sex against me as a weapon. I really did. But the rest of it? I was still in the dark. Things had morphed onto Mathieu this morning, then turned into a hard truth session on the fact my family had always intended on selling me to the highest bidder in one way or another, but things had never gone into what and who he was.

      “Why the hell would one of our brothers be working as a chauffeur?” Flynn inquired over my shoulder, the question aimed at his friends, not at me.

      “Exactly what I was wondering,” Blake replied uneasily.

      “Winston is his name?” Len questioned.

      I nodded.

      “Do you know how old he is?” Len asked, his attention seeming to be somewhere else, even as we spoke.

      “I don’t know. Somewhere in his thirties?” I shrugged.

      “Are you sleeping with him?” Blake queried.

      I scowled at him. “Not sure how that helps you figure out that he’s one of your brothers.”

      “It matters because I want to know exactly who has touched that sweet little pussy of yours,” Blake growled, stepping closer to me.

      There was almost a snarl to his luscious lips, but the fire burning in his eyes was all lust, and as though it was contagious, I felt liquid heat run through my veins, pooling between my legs.

      “I’ll ask once more, and unless you want me to mark you as mine right here in this stairwell, then I suggest you answer. Are you fucking your driver?” Blake demanded as he towered over me.

      The heat radiating between us was more intense than if he was even touching me. Part of me wanted to demand what he meant by marking me as his, but I couldn’t bring myself to ask. This had already gone on long enough.

      “We should get to class,” I breathed. I was sure the bell had rung at some point but I couldn’t remember hearing it. The only thing that was registering for me in that moment was the quiet that fell as Blake looked at me. It wasn’t just him though. I could feel the weight of Flynn and Lennox’s stares as well.

      “That didn’t answer my question,” Blake replied, his voice like gravel.

      “I know, but the answer is complicated and we are going to be late,” I countered. I started to turn away from him, but he caught my jaw in his hand.

      “Briar, there’s nothing complicated about whether or not another man puts his cock in your pussy.”

      “Winston Miller, thirty-four, Alpha Chi Psi member, full honors, sponsorship by the Brennan family. Ex-Army, Sergeant Major, left with honorable discharge. Currently working for Alpha Chi Psi as an operative in the Gildermann household,” Lennox read, his eyes glued to his phone and what looked like a full background check that he had just run, breaking the tension between myself and Blake.

      “As I said, he’s one of you,” I responded, before trying to put some distance between myself and the three of them. It didn’t work though. Everywhere I turned, one of them was there.

      God, was this what it felt like being dropped into a pool of piranhas?

      I’d probably have been safer with the fucking fish than these three.

      “Dad’s going to be pissed,” Flynn murmured quietly, in a way that made me want to ask if he was okay—what the actual fuck? Even knowing that they weren’t just being bastards to me for shits and giggles didn’t take away from how easy it was for them to treat me like crap. “You know he would kill me if it was outed that Miller worked for the princess and she knew he was ACP.”

      Lennox snorted. “Only because she recognized the symbol, thanks to us.”

      Blake shook his head. “There’s no issue here. No one is going to know because you’re not going to tell anyone, are you, Briar?”

      “Who am I going to tell? You guys and Angela are the only ones who talk to me now,” I replied, accepting that I hadn’t even taken the time to speak with Angela recently while shooting a pointed look in Len’s direction.

      A faint blush stained his cheeks in response. “Class started over fifteen minutes ago,” was his only verbal response.

      “You mean we’ve been missing class this whole time?” I hissed, outrage filling me.

      “Didn’t you hear the bell?” Blake inquired, a grin tugging at the corner of his mouth.

      “I was a bit distracted,” I snapped, biting the words out as though they were poison.

      That grin though. Fuck. What was it about these schmucks?

      How could they get to me like wildfire and make me want to knee them in the balls all at the same time?

      I’d never have considered myself irrational before, but I was either premenstrual or required some kind of aid from the doctors, that was for sure.

      “Is she wet?” Blake inquired, his eyes going over my shoulder to Flynn whose fingers immediately dipped between my thighs and slid into my underwear like it wasn’t even there.

      I squeaked, because the question and the touch had come out of nowhere. Even as Flynn breathed in my ear, “Fucking soaking,” I tensed, then had to stop myself from melting into him.

      His touch was like dynamite—enough to make me want to explode, yet volatile enough to make me want to back the hell away from him.

      It was instinct for my hand to snap back, and when I grabbed his cock in my palm, I didn’t pat it nicely.

      He grunted, the sound whistled over my cheek.

      “Ask. Nicely. Before. You. Touch. My. Pussy.”

      Those seven words were answered with groans from all the men.

      “Fucking fire, that’s what you are,” Lennox muttered, and I shot him a look, and saw his eyes were darting between the stranglehold I had on his friend’s dick and my tits.

      Flynn whispered in my ear, “Goddamn, Briar. You make me so fucking hard.” Evidence of his claim was in my palm, and it had me shaking my head.

      “You like the fact I could twist your cock off?” I growled, and when the others chuckled, I narrowed my eyes and squinted up at him. Twisting his shaft in my palm just made his bulge harden further, so I figured I had my answer.

      “It’s the fact you think you would and how sopping wet you are that I like,” he taunted, and then he did the damnedest thing.

      I felt the slight curl of his tongue over the rim of my ear, before he settled his lips on the lobe and tugged gently on it with his teeth.

      That was it.

      I was a fucking goner.

      Even as I melted inside, even as I caved, I tightened my grip once more and spat, “This is on my terms.”

      More chuckles that made me want to slap them.

      “Whatever you want,” Flynn groaned, and his obeisance had me releasing his dick. When he brushed it between my butt cheeks, I couldn’t stop the shiver that ran over my body as I felt his cock, even through his pants, rub up and down my ass.

      Blake’s eyes roamed over my body, making my nipples tight and my pussy ache. When they landed back on my own, he stated, “I’m going to lick your pussy and make you come, right here and now, unless you walk away.”

      “Would you let me walk away?” I challenged, feeling like the game we had been playing suddenly got a lot more dangerous. And yet, something about this situation told me I was in control.

      Just not in the way that normal people would think.

      But shit, none of us were normal. Hadn’t been a day in our lives, nor would we ever be.

      “We’re not rapists. We want you to want us.” Flynn’s voice skated over the skin at the nape of my neck as he kissed the edge of my shoulder, scraping his teeth along the still faintly bruised skin he had just sensitized even more.

      We want you to want us.

      Those words resonated with me, filling me with power.

      “Turn around,” Blake ordered.

      Before I could even process his words, my books had been pulled from my arms by Len, and Flynn’s hands were on my hips, pulling me to face him.

      “Don’t take long,” I choked out, as I felt one strong fingertip trace the line of my pussy from my ass to my clit.

      “Oh, we won’t, Princess. Don’t worry about that,” Flynn growled, and that sensation of holding all the power overwhelmed me again.

      These men were making my life hell, and yet, I was in charge here.

      That Flynn was using Winston’s nickname too? Hell, all this royalty shit was starting to get to my head.

      “I can feel how wet you are through your panties. Would you let me fuck you right here in the stairwell, Briar?” Blake growled, his words sending another wave of heat to my core.

      My lips curved as the warmth of the small nook we were in resonated more now he’d reminded me of exactly where we were—tucked away in shadows that hid all sins. “Would you let me fuck you here in the stairwell, Blake?”

      His nostrils flared at my response, but all he could manage was a guttural, “Spread your legs.”

      Taking a second to lick my lips, a move I took my sweet time over, I shifted so I could stare him square in the eye as I reached down and grabbed the ridiculous skirt from my uniform—full box pleats in a dark navy that flounced every time I took a step—and tucked it up under the waistline of my panties. Lennox groaned but Blake didn’t move his gaze from mine as I began to part my legs.

      Immediately, Flynn began teasing my clit through my panties, before his finger tucked under the edge of the material and pulled the gusset aside, exposing my hot, needy flesh to the cool air.

      The next thing I saw was Blake squatting to the ground too, and then I felt the swipe of his tongue against my molten flesh. I barely held back the moan that was building in my throat as I dragged my hand through Blake’s hair, forcing him against my pussy, urging him to continue with this delicious torment.

      “You have to be quiet, princess, or we won’t be able to let you come,” Flynn warned, his thumb swiping across my lower lip and pulling it free from my teeth. His thumb took its place, sliding between my lips and swirling around the tip of my tongue.

      I nipped the tip hard, making Flynn jolt before he chuckled, then I rocked against Blake while sucking greedily on Flynn’s thumb. When Flynn peered at me, his green-blue eyes burned with a lust so bright and clear that they looked like the ocean in Bali. Len was there, just off to the side, his hands in his pockets, and I knew he was touching himself. I didn’t know why these boys liked giving themselves blue balls so much, but I wasn’t about to complain.

      This was my moment.

      This was their payback for being the bastards they’d been to me this morning, and I was calling on the debt in full.

      Like he’d read my mind, Blake’s fingers came into play a moment later, and when he began circling my clit with his tongue and thrusting into me with his fingers, I lost control. My orgasm catapulted me into the stratosphere of pleasure where I felt like I was floating.

      It seemed like it had taken them all of two seconds to get me to come, but when the bell rang, I knew it must have been longer. Panic flared in my chest and I pulled away from them, wiggling my panties back into place while I smoothed down the pleats in my skirt at the back.

      As I dressed, I regrouped, and murmured, “If you trip me once more, then the next time you make me come as an apology, I’ll make you work harder for it.” With that, I snatched my books from Len and though I wanted to take off, flee for the hills, I didn’t.

      I strolled away.

      Calmly.

      Like they hadn’t just gotten me off in a fucking stairwell, like my heart wasn’t beating wildly and my sex wasn’t pulsating with need for one of them to fill me.

      I had one more class to make it through, and then the day would be over and I could overanalyze what the hell just happened to my heart’s content.

      It was unusual for me to be so early and the professor gave me an inquisitive look when I slumped into my seat, panting like I’d just run a marathon.

      Blake strolled in a few moments later and sat just in my line of sight, the bastard, looking cool as a fucking cucumber, when I knew my cheeks would be stained with my blush for the whole class.

      The professor started his lecture and I knew if I could just keep my focus off Blake then everything would be fine. The problem was, that every time I looked even remotely in his direction, he ran his nose along his fingers. We hadn’t had time to clean up between the bell and coming to class. No one else would know, but I knew his fingers had to still smell like me, after all, they had been knuckle-deep in my pussy until a few minutes ago.

      The sight had me clenching my teeth, and even as I wanted to hide from him, wanted to run from this weird desire he and the others could engender in me, I knew that fighting fire with fire was the only way I wouldn’t end up with third-degree burns.

      Instead of darting my gaze from his like I was a terrified rabbit, I traced my finger around my lips, then sucked the digit inside my mouth.

      His eyes flared wide a second before shuttering to narrow slits. I loved that his nostrils flared too, and when he rocked back in his seat, the move instinctive, I knew I had him.

      My eyes burned with fire, even as I let my finger prod the inside of my cheek, and when he gritted his teeth and forced himself to look away?

      I knew I’d won.

      Game: Briar.

      But the question was, who’d win the match.
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      “We were bastards today,” I mumbled around a mouthful of gourmet mac n’ cheese.

      Honestly, I’d have preferred the Kraft stuff, the boxed-up concoction most college kids would be eating to save on bills, but the kitchen wouldn’t stoop so low to make anything that hadn’t taken days to prepare.

      The hotel restaurant was famed for its take on comfort foods, providing guests with the ‘at home’ experience with a Michelin-star treatment.

      It was pretentious, but then, that was my family.

      They were in the hospitality industry in a big way, and I wasn’t. I wanted to build shit. To make things. Because I wasn’t the eldest son, my wishes were mocked, laughed over, but I was allowed some freedom.

      I’d always been grateful for that, but I was starting to feel less and less free.

      Had been ever since this shit with Briar had started.

      Flynn scraped off his plate and took a final bite of his meal. “We’re bastards every day,” was all he said, but I knew it was BS. Not the words, just the arrogant tone.

      If I didn’t love him like a brother, I’d hate him. But his family and mine had known one another for generations, and I’d pretty much been raised with him.

      We’d attended the same fucked up schools, had commiserated with one another when we’d been shoved into boarding at those fucked up schools from age five, and we’d been pretty much together ever since then.

      Blake had come into our lives when I was fifteen. He’d replaced me as Flynn’s BFF when I’d transferred to MIT, and now I was back, I had to admit he was turning into another brother.

      We were tied by privilege as well as ACP, but more than that, he was cool and he was better at managing Flynn than I was.

      Flynn was a hothead. His grandmother said it was the Irish in him, but I didn’t think so. He could act spoiled, and was pretty fucking good at self-sabotage—that was why he’d been the one to trip Briar today.

      I knew he liked her.

      Knew he wanted her, had ever since Mathieu had started dating her last year. I also knew he’d been pissed that the Canadian kid had gotten into Briar’s panties first, and that he’d been lusting after the Gildermann princess for as long as we’d been at the Academy.

      Yet he was the one who pushed us to do the worst shit to her.

      I didn’t get it. Didn’t get him.

      At all.

      I was analytical by nature. Cool, calm, and reserved. When he pulled the crazy shit he did, I never understood it. I accepted it because it was him, and because he was crazy, but understanding it?

      Nope.

      Blake grunted. “We have a part to play.”

      And there was Blake.

      The peacekeeper.

      “I know,” I retorted irritably. “I understand the part we have to play, but the petty shit isn’t going to help us on our way to destroying her family’s rep. Tripping her? Standing on her schoolwork? What are we? In junior high?”

      Silence fell at my words, then Blake murmured, “He’s right.”

      Flynn, however, snorted as he shot me a disbelieving look. “So, even as you’re bitching at me for treating her shittily, you’re saying we’re not treating her shittily enough?”

      Fuck.

      That was what I was saying. Even as the thought registered, I cringed but was replying, “I’m saying that the petty bullying isn’t going to further our cause. It’s only going to piss her off, and I know as well as you do that you want more from her, Flynn. More than you’re saying.”

      He narrowed his eyes at me. “What the hell are you talking about?”

      Blake huffed out a laugh as he reached for his tumbler of Scotch and let the rocks tumble together inside. “You’ve wanted Briar for a long time, Flynn.”

      “Fuck o—”

      I held out my hand. “No, he’s right, Flynn. You were jealous of Mathieu, and now, for some crazy reason, she’s actually letting us near her and you’re fucking that up for no gain.”

      Flynn’s jaw worked as he darted his gaze between the two of us. “I hated Mathieu.”

      That had me shrugging. “Me too.”

      Blake snickered. “Not going to argue. The guy was a prick.”

      Flynn’s eyes widened. “Seriously? Then why the fuck did we let him hang around with us?”

      “Duh.” Blake raised his hand so that his signet ring glittered in the light. “Duty.”

      “Fucking duty,” Flynn grumbled, then he reached for his glass and knocked back his own Scotch.

      Sure, we were underage, but who the hell was going to report us?

      The ice clacked as he finished off his drink, but when he stared into the empty tumbler, I saw the storm brewing.

      Nothing pissed Flynn off more than being reminded of who he was, and all the shit that went with it.

      We were all rich, all came from dynastic families that belonged on a soap drama on TV, but Flynn? The only person with a heritage like his was Briar. Their lines were so engrained in American society that it went beyond the hotels my family had the world over, it was more than a piddling tobacco concern.

      They were in the roots of this nation.

      And yeah, that was one of the reasons parts of our glorious country were diseased. Still, we were trying to cut out one of those diseased roots, but would we get a medal for it?

      Nope. Nor did we deserve it after what we’d done to Briar.

      After he’d taken a sip of his own drink, Blake cut him a look. “This stuff with Briar’s driver, you really didn’t know he worked on our side?”

      Flynn shook his head. “Since when does my dad share shit with me?”

      That was no lie.

      Flynn was only in ACP because of his dad. Hell, that was the reason most of us signed up for the misery that came with being tied to an organization with the ability to topple powerhouse families like the Gildermanns.

      “I’m surprised he hasn’t become mad about the site,” Blake replied uneasily. “He has to have heard of it by now. Any word from him?”

      Flynn shook his head, but I was the one who said, “We were told to do what was necessary to achieve our target.”

      “Stop sounding like a goddamn robot.”

      I shrugged. “Just recounting the facts.”

      “Like a robot,” Blake agreed, and though I smirked, I flipped him the bird.

      “We need to discuss our next plan of attack. The first wave worked better than any of us could have imagined, but continuing with that vein of assault is shortsighted in the extreme.”

      “More robot shit. Maybe I should just plug you into the wall?”

      I gave Flynn a pointed look. “You know I’m right.” Unease had my stomach churning. “Hate to say it, but we need Briar to do something bad. Something very public.”

      Blake frowned. “Why?”

      “Because the sex tape has gone viral, but the Gildermanns managed to stop the press from getting their paws on it.” I snickered. “Considering your family owns half the papers in the goddamn States, I don’t know what they did to block your dad.”

      Flynn shook his head. “I don’t know either, but ‘block’ is the right word. He’s been walking around like he hasn’t had a shit for a month. Even wheedling the other night out of Royce didn’t improve his mood.”

      Laughing outright, I grinned at him and swirled my fingers through the condensation that had pooled on the glass table beneath my sweating water bottle. “I’m glad you’re the one who has to deal with him.”

      “Me, too,” Blake concurred, and we shot each other satisfied smirks that Flynn was the one who had to endure that particular torment.

      Though he glared at us, Flynn said on a sigh, “You’re right, Len. We do need to pull something big.”

      I dipped my chin. “And you need to decide what you want from Briar.”

      His frown would have made another person buckle at the knees. “What are you talking about?”

      “I’m talking about what your intentions are with her. Do you want her?”

      “Of course I want her,” he growled. “Just like you fuckwits do.”

      “Yeah, we do,” I agreed, but there was more pressure on Flynn than either Blake or me.

      I was the second son and my brother was healthier than a horse, plus he already had a twelve-year-old kid. My nephew would take over the reins if Jackson died—I just had a waiting period of six years before I knew I was truly safe from having to manage the family corp.

      Blake, too, had it easier. While he was next in line for owning his family’s corporation, his father wasn’t like mine or Flynn’s. Blake’s was lazy. He was in ACP, sure, and a member of the council to boot, but everyone bitched about him. He epitomized the image of a fat cat. A cigar-smoking, gut-busting, whisky-drinking sloth, whose sole interests were in the profit margins of his tobacco company, and not really what ACP wanted.

      So, while Blake’s dad was a bastard, he wasn’t about to get in his face, whereas Flynn’s? His father was a Nazi without the swastika.

      “Well? Why does it matter what I want from her?” Flynn grumbled, sounding more like a petulant toddler than a grown-ass man.

      “Because if you want anything more from a relationship with her than fingering her and eating her out under the stairs, then we need to update her on what our next move is,” I told him calmly.

      “He’s right,” Blake acknowledged. “And I want more from her. I don’t just want what we’ve had so far. Briar is…” His teeth clenched. “We’ve done enough to break her, and today, I swear I felt like she was going to break me.”

      Flynn’s eyes narrowed. “What do you want me to say?”

      I heaved a sigh. “Sometimes, you can be such a dumbass, Flynn.” Running a hand over my head, I stated, “If we’re going to ruin the family’s rep, we need two things to happen. We promised Briar proof of what her family is doing, but more than that, we need to create a public spectacle. One that can’t be quashed by gag orders or court injunctions. The power of social media is going to save our asses.”

      “What does that have to do with Briar and me?”

      “Don’t misunderstand me, Flynn. This isn’t just about you and Briar. You think you’re the only one who wasn’t jacking off at night after the shit Mathieu used to tell us?” I cocked a brow at him, daring him to argue. “She’s ours. We share her, but shit is different for you. You have a tighter leash than us. If you want her for more than just a quick fuck, you need to tell us now.”

      “Why?”

      Christ, he really wanted me to spell it out for him, didn’t he? How he could be such an idiot sometimes was beyond me.

      “Because if this is about sex, then we can fuck her over. We don’t have to give a shit about what she feels or how this hurts her. We can rake her over the coals in front of the world and not give a shit.

      “But, if you care for her or if you want the chance of more?” I shook my head, both amused at Flynn’s myopic stance and irritated by it—this crap should not need spelling out for him. “Then we need to keep her in the loop, otherwise we’re going to destroy something that has a lot of potential… not only where the three of us are concerned, and you know we get off on sharing, but also with your dad.”

      “What does his dad have to do with it?” Blake demanded with a scowl.

      “Before this shit with her rep, Briar would have been a perfect Brennan bride.”

      My words fell like A-bombs onto the dining table, but when the shit settled and their laughter stopped, I cut them both a look and murmured, “You know I’m right.”

      And their silence was the fallout.

      Because hell, yes, was I right.

      One-hundred-percent, and neither of them could argue that worth a damn.

      

      
        
        ❖

        Briar

        A few nights later

      

      

      

      When my phone buzzed on my nightstand, I almost had a heart attack. I hadn’t had a text in forever. Even Angela had been playing it cool with me since the latest update claiming I had an STI. Not that I could blame her, and I certainly didn’t hold it against her—this was how our world worked. Even with best friends, and I hadn’t exactly made it easy on her.

      I hadn’t really been interested in her life, her crush on Jamie or what was going on at home—her mom had MS. Our recent conversations had all been about me, me, me, and I was a selfish bitch for not having made more of a move to get more involved with her life. I was a shitty friend. But then, I guessed we all were in this world of ours.

      While it shamed me, I knew I’d have done the same with her. I was nothing, I supposed, if not a realist. Although this experience had taught me that I really needed to be less of a bitch.

      My finger swiped across the phone screen, revealing an unknown number. I opened it, expecting yet another link to the website, but it wasn’t that.

      And, of course, when I read it, I almost wished it was.

      Jesus. They had it. Real proof that Royce was a sick bastard.

      Princess. Be ready to go see how fucked up Royce is. Pick up in one hour.

      Shit.

      Double shit.

      I half expected to look over my shoulder and see Winston watching me, as he’d taken to staying over at night, but judging from his breathing, he had already fallen asleep. The man had become more than just a driver or even a bodyguard, he was important to me on a level I wasn’t sure I understood yet.

      One I didn’t know I could trust in yet, either.

      I didn’t know what his motives were, didn’t know how he worked for ACP, just knew he was tied to them in ways he wasn’t explaining. When I asked? He said, and I quote, “Don’t worry about it. ACP doesn’t know what I feel for you.” Which was pretty terrifying in and of itself.

      That kind of confession wasn’t one I was ready to respond to, so when he’d stated it, I’d quickly changed the subject. Something that had probably suited him, now I came to think of it.

      Sneaky bastard.

      I slipped from my bed and scooted into the bathroom as quickly and quietly as possible. The bathroom was connected to my closet, so I slipped through and grabbed the first thing I could find, pulling on some leggings and a tank over the bra and panties I’d been wearing in bed.

      This was something I needed to do, and now that the opportunity was here, I wasn’t going to miss it by spending too long getting ready and primping when I didn’t give a crap about how I looked.

      What mattered was my need to know what my family was involved in. What my uncles were getting up to behind closed doors that made families like the Brennans and the Hennessys want to bring us down. After all, we were old money, and if my uncles knew what was going on they could crush the others like bugs.

      Plus, the boys were idealists. I’d realized that the other day. Idealists weren’t common in our world, but they were hopeful, far too hopeful about the situation, and not out of malice. They genuinely believed that taking down my family was for the good of the country.

      So, patriotic idealists…

      Not exactly how I’d define myself, to be fair, but this situation had changed me in ways that were beyond anything I’d expected.

      I’d been forged by this short period in my life in a way that would shape me forever.

      For good or ill, the Briar Gildermann of before was no more, and had become one that, to my shame, my parents would probably disown me over.

      With as much stealth as I could manage, and a deep breath because this was the first day of a brand new me, I moved from the bedroom through the loft and out of the door.

      Was I amazed that I was stealthy enough to get the drop on Winston? Hell, yeah.

      Congratulating myself on my ninja skills, I waited in the shadow of my building for whoever was picking me up. Guilt did gnaw at me, though, for leaving Winston alone without even a note to explain where I’d gone, but this was too important to screw up by him trying to help or something like that. I needed to know what was going on. Needed to see it with my own eyes, and although I knew Winston cared for me, he was also a tad overprotective.

      Flynn, Blake, and Lennox were probably the opposite. They weren’t overprotective, weren’t protective at all in fact, and I doubted that they really cared for me. I was a passing fancy. A toy they were playing with, but they would soon tire of me, and I would have to say goodbye to those incredible orgasms they gave me, but that was life. Nothing good lasted forever. That was a lesson I’d learned a long time ago, that for some reason life was still trying to teach me.

      The sound of a car approaching had me on high alert. It was almost two in the morning, so it could be a neighbor coming home, or it could be the guys picking me up. Anything was possible.

      When the car stopped in front of the entrance and turned off the lights, it made it impossible to see anything around it. Most of the people in the building drove luxury cars, but I knew the guys each had their own tastes when it came to modes of transportation. Flynn usually rode a Ducati while Lennox drove a Tesla, but it was Blake I wasn’t sure of. For some reason I remembered him driving a Lamborghini, but I hadn’t seen it in the parking lot in a while.

      A door opened and I saw Flynn step out, his sandy blond hair seeming to form a halo around his head in the streetlight, an image that made me want to snort because if anything, he deserved horns.

      When my phone buzzed in the stretchy pocket of my leggings I pulled it out and looked at the screen.

      Tick tock, princess.

      I moved along the side of the building to where I could see them, but they still didn’t notice me. I watched Flynn for just a second and realized what it was about his expression that looked different. He was nervous. The guy was nervous to see me? Or maybe just to go to my uncle’s place? I wasn’t sure which, but it was an interesting thing to note. It made me want to watch them all when they didn’t know I was around, just to see how different they were.

      When I emerged from the shadows, I could have sworn I saw Flynn jump just a little—he was definitely tense.

      “Take your time, sugar, not like we have a limited window or anything,” Flynn grumbled.

      “I’ve been waiting for you for the last twenty minutes. I saw you pull up. Don’t try and play me,” I snarked as he climbed into the backseat of the Aston Martin.

      The wings spread over the nose of the car told me exactly what it was that Blake had traded his Lambo for. I couldn’t deny that I thought it was a step up. Aston’s were classic, beautiful cars that were more suited to families like ours. They didn’t scream to be looked at quite as much as a Lamborghini did, which was something we needed right now.

      It intrigued me, however, to think Blake had upgraded to this kind of car. He was young enough to get away with being flashy, and the move suggested he wanted to be taken seriously.

      Yeah, in my world, that was how it worked.

      Pathetic, for sure.

      “Thanks for joining us, beautiful,” Blake said, as I shut the door once I was settled in the seat.

      “Thanks for taking me,” I told him coolly, but inside, I wanted to crawl over into his lap. Even more pathetic, but something about Blake got to me. Every time. It made me wonder why I’d seen Mathieu first and let him latch on to me, because Blake was so much my type it was ridiculous.

      The tension in the car was palpable, and with Blake’s cocky grin and confident attitude, plus the way he was handling the gearshift and the clutch, I was practically drowning in testosterone.

      “You know where you’re going?” I inquired, my voice coming out breathier than I’d intended.

      Blake nodded once.

      “Late night workout?” Flynn questioned from behind me. His droll tone made me think of a moment when his voice had been anything but sarcastic—his hands on my ass in the stairwell, his fingers beneath my panties.

      I shuddered at the memory.

      “I grabbed what was closest. What are you? The wardrobe police?” I countered, turning toward him.

      “Not at all, princess, not at all.” His hungry eyes traveled over my figure—well, what he could see of it anyway. It was Lennox who drew my attention though, his face illuminated by the glow of his phone screen.

      “You okay over there, Len?” I asked, trying to downplay the fact that I was curious what had him so engrossed in his phone.

      “Just working on disabling your uncle’s security system.”

      “You can do that from your phone?” I exclaimed, surprised.

      “I didn’t go to MIT at sixteen for nothing. Tech is kind of my thing, and that includes security tech,” he replied with a grin.

      “I think the most I knew about tech at sixteen was how to download apps and shop online.” I laughed, but it was mostly humorless.

      “Tech is easy once you understand the basics. I’m happy to show you sometime, if you want.” His brown eyes met mine and the sincerity burning within them was more than just someone eager to share their passion with someone else. It was an olive branch, an offering of friendship, and I knew if I turned it down I’d be rejecting more than just a lesson on cyber security. I’d be rejecting him.

      “That would be amazing, thank you,” I told him, smiling and putting the genuine warmth I felt into it.

      Apparently my response was enough to earn me a smile in return, one I could have sworn came with a blush, if the light from his phone wasn’t messing with me.

      They’d never been like this before. I would have said they were playing me, but I half wondered if spending time with Mathieu had changed them.

      Some people did that, didn’t they? Changed a group’s dynamics just by hanging around?

      Maybe it was just wishful thinking, wanting them to be nicer than they’d been before...

      The rest of the drive went by in almost complete silence, the rev of the engine almost lulling me to sleep with how rhythmic it was. When we pulled up to the gate of Uncle Royce’s place, Blake rolled down the window and typed in the number Lennox read off to him on the keypad.

      “How do you know my uncle isn’t home?” I inquired, albeit a little belatedly.

      “Because he and your aunt are having dinner with my dad,” Flynn answered, the tone of his voice as cold as ice. The tension between him and his dad was something I didn’t understand, but then again, I didn’t need to. Family was complicated, and if they were right about mine, then it was about to get even more complicated than ever before.

      The gate in front of us rolled open, and after the car had passed through, it rolled closed again. Blake pulled up in front of the front door and eased the Aston to a stop.

      “Thanks for the ride,” I addressed Blake, who was looking at me with eyes so hungry I felt like a hamburger, and he nodded.

      Once I was out of the car, I pulled the seat forward so Flynn and Lennox could climb out as well. We all stood next to the car for a moment, looking at the mansion in front of us. It was the kind of thing that we would each own one day. I only hoped mine wasn’t as gaudy as Uncle Royce’s. Not that I’d been inside this one—it was his new pad. Bought with dirty money, no doubt.

      Lennox pushed off first, heading to the front door and opening it.

      “How did you do that without a key?” I whispered.

      “Your uncle has everything on wireless controls. His home is probably one of the smartest in the country, but that also means that anyone who can hack his network can control everything from his lights to his fridge temperature to his front door’s locking mechanism.”

      “That’s incredible,” I murmured, completely awestruck by Lennox’s talent. He wasn’t just passionate about tech, the guy was a full-on tech genius because I knew, hands down, that if Royce’s house was a whiz kid’s wet dream, that meant it had the security to go with it.

      Len had downplayed it, but wow. Just, wow.

      Color me impressed.

      We all moved inside and quietly shut the door behind us, while Lennox stepped ahead and keyed something into the alarm system by the door. I knew Royce’s staff would be in bed if they weren’t in their own homes, so we didn’t have much to worry about there, and if Lennox was handling security and Blake and Flynn weren’t stressing, then I wasn’t going to worry about that either.

      We padded through the hallways, following Lennox who seemed to know exactly where he was going even though I knew he’d never been here before. When I peeked over his shoulder, I saw a map of the house up on his phone.

      “I’m guessing this is his office, since it’s got a big built-in safe,” Lennox surmised, gesturing to the door on our right.

      “How do you know that?” I whispered.

      His grin was wicked in his phone’s light. “Pulled up his invoices for the past five years. The one for the installation of the safe had a mockup of the location, which made it easy to identify which room was most likely to be the office.”

      Blake snorted. “Barrel of laughs that was, reading all that shit.”

      Len grunted. “Worked, didn’t it?” To me, he shot me a gentle smile, then added, “Royce and your aunt left at nine PM last night for the meal in Nashville. That’s why we’re here. There’s minimal staff on the property, so while we have to be careful, we have around thirty minutes to play with before the next security check with guards—they’re something I can’t hack.

      “Anyway, the master bedroom is just down this hall and the entrance to the basement is back that way. Where do we start?”

      “Let’s start in the bedroom and work our way backward,” I suggested, nerves jangling about in my belly like an orchestra warming up.

      Blake, Flynn, and Lennox all nodded, and when I set off down the hall, they followed.

      In many ways, I wanted the guys to be right, wanted them to be treating me this way for a reason, but this was also my family. I didn’t want to think that any of them were capable of something like holding a person hostage as a sex slave. Who the hell would?

      The bedroom was massive and covered in so much gold that it hurt my eyes even in the dark. I wanted to run out of there as fast as I could, as a deep sense of foreboding was building within me, but running away from my problems would never solve them, so I pushed forward.

      We snooped around his closets, pushing on back walls, checking the light fixtures, even going so far as to look behind paintings and under the bed. There was nothing there. It was only when Flynn dared to rummage through Royce’s bedside table that he found a set of keys. They were small and looked like the kind you used to get with locks for your luggage. When he held them up into the light coming in through the window, a chill ran down my spine.

      Melodramatic, maybe, but fuck. This shit was giving me the creeps.

      “Office,” Blake stated, his voice barely above a whisper.

      I wasn’t sure what I expected to find. My uncle may not have been the brightest crayon in the box, but he wasn’t going to have something lying around that could incriminate him either.

      As we started going through drawers and filing cabinets, all I could find was information on land purchases and building plans, none of which were something Royce would normally be interested in, so why did he have so many deeds and permits lined up? And why were all the construction plans labeled with a date of 2028?

      My brain was drowning in questions, more than I’d ever had before about my family—where our money came from, and what my uncles were doing with it. I saw a flash go off in my peripheral vision and turned to find Blake taking a photo of some documents. Seemed like I wasn’t the only one confused by the paperwork in there. There were frowns on all the guys’ faces, even Lennox, who had set his phone down for a moment so he could read what they’d uncovered.

      “What is it?” I asked quietly.

      “Special dispensations that have been written out as though the Gildermanns are already in the Oval Office.”

      “He’s given them a way around taxes and granted them nonprofit rights, among other things,” Blake added, snapping another photo.

      There was also no need to ask who they were. There was only one group that Blake and his buddies had accused my uncles of working with—the mafia.

      “We should move on,” I urged, getting uncomfortable with what we’d found and the fact that the guys had taken photos, had hard evidence to show to their Alpha Chi Psi buddies.

      Was this all a setup? Was all this being undertaken on the premise of getting me on board when, really, they just wanted to get in here and find evidence? After all, if we were caught, I could say I’d come to visit… a bare-faced lie but I was family, and it wasn’t like Royce’s houses hadn’t been my home throughout my childhood. Explaining the guys would be awkward but doable, and it made their infiltration a damn sight safer for them.

      Shoving my distrust aside for the moment, I put the stack of papers I’d been looking at back where I found them and started going through the rest of the room like before, checking light fixtures, feeling along the books in the bookcase for anything suspicious, checking behind paintings.

      There was a big safe that had been built into the wall that Lennox had pointed out before we even made it into the room, but there, behind a portrait of the family—my grandparents, my dad, and my uncles—was another safe, one that hadn’t been invoiced from the perplexed look on Len’s face.

      “Lennox, can you crack a safe?” I queried.

      He looked up, his eyes sparking with curiosity in the dim light. “I love a challenge,” he responded. The first safe, the big one, was the first thing he’d opened. It had been full of paperwork, important documents like birth certificates, marriage licenses, and other things of that nature, but it was this other safe that had all our attention.

      Blake and Flynn slowly made their way over to where we were standing, while Lennox hooked his phone up to the safe and tapped away.

      How this shit was even possible, I didn’t know. But I half expected Tom Cruise to appear behind us, the Mission Impossible theme blaring wide as, within five minutes, I heard the lock release and the door swing open.

      Part of me had been expecting to not be able to get it open, so I was surprised that Lennox had the knowhow—what were they teaching at MIT these days? Sheesh.

      So, yeah, I was impressed, yet again, by his smarts, but the rest of my brain that wasn’t oohing and aahing over Len was surprised by the amount of cash and gold bars—yes, fucking gold bars—that were in the safe. This wasn’t the main safe, it was hidden away, but this one was way more important in terms of deciding my uncle’s guilt.

      We pulled out two folders, along with a gun and a stack of photos. As I looked through the photos, I saw ones of my mom and dad, happy and smiling. They seemed to age before my eyes, and then suddenly there was a baby in the pictures as well—me. The love that shone from their eyes as they both looked at me made my heart ache and my throat knot with unshed tears.

      The last photo was the one that almost had me vomiting though. My parents reaching toward the camera, bloodied and pinned in a car that was obviously totaled as most of the front was wrapped around a tree. The wounds they had both suffered were bleeding profusely, and even I could tell, just from the photo, that there was no way they would have survived without immediate medical attention.

      I had always been told that no one found my parents’ wreck until early the next morning, long after they’d died from blood loss and injuries sustained in the crash. This photo proved exactly the opposite.

      Seemed as though the guy who’d handled what happened to my parents, had stuck around and taken a few shots as proof for Royce that the job was done.

      I had to step away. I couldn’t look at the image anymore, couldn’t see the desperation and confusion in my parents’ eyes.

      I let the photo fall from my hands, barely getting the rest into the safe as I stumbled away.

      “I need to go,” I said, when I felt a hand on my arm.

      “Let’s just check the basement quickly and then we’ll get out of here, I promise,” Lennox assured me, pressing his hand to my arm. The touch was so gentle that I had intuitively known it wasn’t Flynn or Blake.

      Though queasy, I nodded, and followed as Lennox led the way to the basement stairs. At the bottom, we found exactly what Royce had always said was there, a gym. There was even a cedar sauna that was installed in one corner. The padlock on it was strange, but I could understand it from a safety perspective if Royce had given a damn about anyone other than himself, that is.

      When Flynn unlocked it with the keys we found in my uncle’s bedside table, the feeling of dread came back tenfold.

      The door swung open and the rich, comforting scent of cedar filled the air. I stepped in and pushed on each of the walls, not feeling any of them budge. It was only when I heard something click that I paused and looked at the guys.

      Blake’s hand was on the controls, and when he turned the temperature dial all the way up, the click happened again. This time I was able to tell which direction it came from. Flynn was right there next to me, pushing on the wall this time. Only it didn’t move.

      When we both let up, our arms dropping to our sides, the wood panel gently swung toward us. It was a pull door, not push. Flynn grabbed it before it could swing shut again and held it open for me.

      As I stepped through the opening, it was like I’d walked into another world, one that was beyond BDSM, that went beyond the ‘red room of pain,’ one that made ‘kinky’ look normal. It went way past knife play or blood play and into the realm of horror porn.

      My stomach was twisting and turning at the sight of the implements hanging on the wall that looked more like something the inquisitors might have used back in the day.

      As I stood, blocking the doorway for anyone else, a small sound drew my attention. I followed my instincts toward it and found three women huddled together in a cage. Each with just enough length of chain to reach the other, but not enough to get out of the cage itself. They were filthy and the single toilet in their cage was the only raised surface from the floor. Their eyes watched us, but they stayed as silent as possible.

      “Do you speak English?” It seemed a stupid question, but hell, they could have been American or Russian for all I knew. When they just stared at me blankly, I wasn’t sure what to do. “None of us are here to hurt you,” I whispered, the words shaking as I took in the state of them.

      As soon as the guys heard my voice, they came rushing in, which only terrified the women.

      “They mean you no harm. They’re not like Royce,” I entreated, trying Russian to see if they understood me, and splaying my palms on either side of me to show I wasn’t a threat.

      “Are you new girl?” one of the women whispered.

      I shook my head and they visibly relaxed.

      “What the fuck is going on here?” a voice yelled from behind me, startling the girls into screaming. But me? I just felt annoyed.

      Goddammit.

      Winston was here.

      

      
        
        ❖
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      “Did you know about this?” I asked, turning to face him without showing my surprise that he followed me, or tracked me somehow.

      The sneaky shit. He’d known I was awake the whole time.

      “Of course not,” he ground out, rearing back as he took in what we were staring at.

      “Okay, then help me get them out,” I insisted, as I grabbed the keys from Blake’s hand.

      “Did you tell him we were coming here?” Blake hissed at me, his grip on the keys like steel.

      “No, of course not. I told you I didn’t want to involve him in this shit, and I meant it.” I yanked the keys from his hand and began trying them on the lock that secured the cage. None of them worked.

      “Do you know where the key is?” I gentled my voice, waving the keys I was holding in front of me. Each of the women shook their heads in turn.

      “You can’t seriously be thinking about letting them out?” Winston snarled from behind me.

      “Why the hell wouldn’t I? I’m not leaving them here in this filth,” I snapped back at him.

      “If you let them go, then Royce will know you were here, and even I can’t save you from his vengeance then.”

      “So I’m just supposed to live with the knowledge that they’re here and do nothing about it?”

      “Don’t leave us,” one of the women whimpered, her hands clinging to the bars so tightly, her knuckles bled white—even through the filth covering her.

      That Royce had done this to them, used them in this state… he was more than just a monster. He was a fucking demon.

      Winston’s fingers cupped my shoulders, and though he usually gave me comfort, in this, there was no comfort.

      “We leave them, for now. We get evidence, give the police a reason to search Royce’s house, then there is even more shit sticking to him and more reasons for him to go down.”

      “And in the meantime, they have to suffer!” I hissed.

      “Unfortunately, yes. Unless we can keep Royce away from home,” Winston suggested, as he glanced at the other three men for backup.

      Great, now they were going to work together against me.

      Like I wasn’t already outnumbered by them.

      “He’s right, Briar. We can’t do anything right now. This all has to be done above board if you want this shit to stick to him. Even then, it might not if we get the wrong judge. We’ll keep Royce away from home until we have a case we can take to the police.”

      “Polizia?” one of the women asked, and I nodded. The idea seemed to relax her.

      “We need to get out of here,” Blake urged uneasily, and I knew that even though he’d been prepared for what we were going to find, actually coming face to face with three victims of Royce’s torture went so far beyond anything we could have anticipated.

      Knowing and seeing were two very different things.

      They grabbed at my hands, tugging me forward even though every part of me couldn’t bear to leave the women in their cage.

      My tears were stupid. I didn’t deserve them, they did. They were the ones who were suffering, who were caged like animals by a man who had let power go to his head, who thought he was untouchable.

      But he wasn’t.

      Fuck, he wasn’t, and I’d do what I had to, whatever I must, to make sure that the power structure that supported my uncle’s evil ways crashed and burned around him.

      In the face of their torment, of their treatment at my blood’s hands? I’d make them all wish that the Gildermann name was nothing.

      “I’ll be back soon with the police, I promise.”

      The third women, the one who hadn’t said anything, looked at me as though she didn’t believe a single word I’d said. I couldn’t blame her, for all I knew, Royce had been playing mind games with them as well as torturing and raping them.

      The idea of my uncle, the one who’d mostly raised me after my parents died, being capable of this was sickening on a level I couldn’t quite fathom just yet. But boy, making him pay? I was totally on board with that.

      “Briar, you’re with me,” Winston rasped. “The rest of you go home.”

      “Not a chance. We’re coming back to Briar’s place and we’re all going to have a chat,” Blake argued, holding his hand up so his pinky ring winked in the dim light.

      Though they’d been shocked at the news Winston was ACP, I didn’t think my bodyguard-cum-lover was as surprised. “Fine, but don’t expect tea and cookies,” was all he said, as he began pulling me toward the door and away from the nightmares hidden within the luxury of a cedar sauna.

      If I managed to scrub this barbarism from my mind, and only needed five years of therapy, I’d consider myself lucky.

      But seeing those filthy faces staring at me as I was dragged away… I knew they’d haunt me for the rest of my life.

      Just as they should.

      My blood had done this to them. My flesh and blood.

      God, no wonder I wanted to puke.
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      There came a time in a person’s life where the blinders were pulled free, and he or she was made aware of the harsh realities in this world.

      That had happened to me at thirteen. I’d walked in on my dad boning his secretary, and ever since, my relationship with him had been difficult to say the least.

      For Briar?

      That was today, and though my feelings for her were all over the place, I almost wished that we’d been wrong.

      We had a purpose. Whether or not my father was the one we answered to, that purpose was there. A rock-solid reminder that scum like the Gildermanns couldn’t be allowed into the White House.

      We’d known about Royce and his brother’s proclivities. Knew he’d been dealing with the mafia for a long time, and yet, seeing it in the flesh had taken me aback. So, what Briar’s reaction was, I couldn’t say. I just knew I felt sick to my stomach.

      “I wish we didn’t have to show her that,” Lennox muttered heavily, his head thudding against the headrest as Blake took off.

      I hated being in a car I wasn’t driving, but this was Blake’s ride so it wasn’t like I could wrestle him for the steering wheel. But throw in these weird thoughts that were rolling through my head, I wished for something simple to focus on. Something that didn’t revolve around Briar Gildermann and her fucking family.

      “She would never have agreed to help us otherwise,” Blake replied, but his tone was grim, stoic. And I understood why, because he was right.

      One-hundred-percent correct.

      I blew out a breath. “You know Blake isn’t wrong, Lennox.”

      “I do, but it doesn’t mean I have to like it.” He gritted his teeth. “Leaving those women behind… I don’t like it.”

      I reached over and patted his shoulder. “I know, man. You think we’re happy about it?”

      Lennox shook his head, but he carried on staring down at his screen, closing up the holes he’d breached in Royce Gildermann’s security systems.

      I wasn’t sure how he did what he did, but I knew we could always rely on him, and for that, I was grateful. Lennox was one of those guys who was too quiet for his own good. He liked silence, enjoyed studying, and would never leave his apartment were it not for Blake or me.

      I loved the guy like a brother, and that was why I knew he was hurting, no matter how stony his expression was.

      Thinking about those filthy faces, those skinny bodies, I whispered, “How does he do it? They stank.” I felt like a bastard for even saying that out loud, and the look Blake shot me in the rearview mirror said he agreed with my self-assessment.

      “Does it matter?” he grated out.

      “No, but I just—” I shook my head. “I don’t get it.”

      “Maybe it isn’t about sex, just torture,” Lennox supplied grimly.

      “I doubt it. Fat bastard like Royce… Only his wife would put up with him considering she’s so under his thumb, which means he’d have to pay whoever he fucks. Plus, the clue is in the title. Sex slave. Still, I mean, it’s just weird. To chain them up like dogs and then fuck them? Dude is weirder than I thought.”

      Blake shook his head. “Your brain is a weird place, Flynn. That’s the entire part of the situation that disturbs you? The fact they’re dirty when he tortures them?”

      I scowled at him. “No. You know what I’m saying.”

      Blake just grunted, but I flipped him the bird even though I wasn’t altogether sure if he’d see it in the pitch-black of the car. I mean, I held it up high, and made sure it was visible in the passing lights of another car, but Blake didn’t tell me to fuck off, so I wasn’t sure if my bird had hit its mark.

      Because I was apparently too dumb to speak with, Lennox and Blake talked about security patches and shit that bored me senseless. Blake understood that crap, but me? I didn’t do technical.

      My father had raised me to understand the importance of journalism, but more than anything, he’d taught me that the person who owned the paper could write any headline he wanted.

      My connections were going to come in very handy when Briar decided what her next move was. Truth was, I didn’t think I could go to the same extents as we had at the beginning of term. I already felt like a complete and utter shit for writing the copy for the website, and I knew Lennox felt like a fuck for updating the damn thing on the regular.

      The sickest thing of all?

      It had been so easy.

      Far too easy to completely destroy her world, and it filled me with loathing for how quickly the queen of the castle had been dethroned and scorned.

      It truly was like Cersei.

      Except I hoped Briar wouldn’t have to walk through Gildermann Academy butt naked.

      I mean, I’d pay to see that but in a private viewing.

      “What do you think’s going on with that dude Winston? He knew who we were.”

      “Of course he did. He’s her driver and guard. He’s paid to know who we are,” Lennox muttered absentmindedly, and it was testament to the fact that his brain was evidently thinking on something else that he made such a stupid comment.

      “I didn’t mean our identities. I mean that we’re ACP,” I muttered with an eye roll.

      Lennox frowned, peered over the dash as he contemplated it, and then shrugged. “Does it matter? Evidently his handler told him about us.”

      “I doubt it. You know how closemouthed the ranks can be.” I rubbed my chin as I thought about it. On this long ass drive back to Briar’s apartment, with the conversation nonexistent thanks to what we’d seen in that basement, my thoughts were really my only company.

      And, to be honest, that was the last thing I needed.

      I didn’t need to see those women’s small faces in my mind’s eye, didn’t need to think of Briar’s horror, nor did I need to reflect on the shitty website that we’d made to destroy Briar’s rep. Those three things were bound to put me in a bad mood.

      As I slouched back, regret filled me. Joining ACP was a tradition, a family rite of passage, yet the first serious thing my father had asked of me?

      To destroy a girl’s rep.

      If that wasn’t evil, I didn’t know what was.

      Sure, Royce Gildermann was a cunt, and the entire family’s house of cards needed knocking down, but wasn’t what we’d done just as bad?

      Hadn’t we broken every decent moral code in the building to get to the Gildermanns, and all through the most innocent of the lot of them?

      I pulled at my bottom lip, well aware that my feelings toward ACP had definitely skewed.

      Firstly, shit had changed when Mathieu had come to the Academy. I knew he was ACP, and my dad had told me to bring him into the fold because of who he was but also, his father held a lot of pull over the border.

      The fact that smug pricks like him were allowed into the ranks didn’t set well with me. But I’d embraced him into my friendship with the guys because that was what brothers did.

      He’d spent half the time he was dating Briar chasing skirts, and fuck, no prick who got a chick like Briar was stupid enough to run around on her. Seriously, the woman made a pornstar look mediocre. And I didn’t mean that in a bad way either. She was banging, from the tips of her toes to the crown of her head.

      Because our orders had come pretty early on last year, I hadn’t allowed myself to get to know her, and Lennox and Blake had maintained a distance too. Knowing you were about to be the wrecking ball to someone’s future before it happened was just weird, so we’d never gotten to know her that well. That being said, just by being in her vicinity, you got to know her.

      Like the fact she did charity drives for the local services, and the first responders had like three summer BBQs on the G.A. students’ dime because of her. Like the fact she gave a shit about people—when Tabatha Redding had passed out in class last year thanks to a botched abortion, guess who’d gone along for the ride to the hospital? And Tabatha was one of Regan’s buddies, for fuck’s sake. Regan and Briar were like natural enemies.

      Almost as bad as garlic was for vampires.

      So, yeah, Briar didn’t deserve a sainthood or shit like that, but she was good people, and we’d just tarnished her rep, destroyed her name, and were about to ask her to decimate her family…

      What about that made ACP or us good people too?

      “I can hear you thinking from all the way over here,” Blake grumbled.

      I tapped my fingers against the central armrest. Though I hated Blake’s new ride, I had to appreciate its comforts. To me, it spoke of him aging before his time.

      Kids our age drove Lambos and Ferraris, not crap the politicians stored in their garages.

      “We’re as bad as Royce.”

      Silence fell at my words, then Lennox cracked and asked, “You think we’re as bad as a man who has three girls caged in his basement alongside medieval torture devices? A man who’s in cahoots with the mafia because he loves their blood money but also because he needs a constant flow of sex slaves as he keeps killing them? A man who helped cover up his brother and sister-in-law’s murders then raised their daughter, then when said daughter was involved in something that was not her fault, tried to pimp her out? You mean that Royce, yeah? Because I’m not connecting the dots.”

      “Me the fuck either,” Blake growled out, and I knew I’d offended them, insulted them with the comparison, but fuck.

      Wasn’t I right?

      “We did this for ACP, but how are they much better than Royce and his buds if they can have us pull these kinds of moves?”

      Lennox sucked down a breath. “You know doing things for the greater good—”

      “Bullshit. Are you telling me that targeting Briar was the only way to go about this?” I shook my head, refusing to believe that. “My fuckwit of a father gave us this task because it had training wheels on. When we gave him the idea, he gave us the go ahead. Why didn’t he tell us to stop? Why didn’t he ask us to figure out another way?”

      “Because he’s a bastard.” Blake’s voice was cool and emotionless. “You know that already.”

      “And if he’s one of the founding council, what the fuck does that say for the rest of Alpha Chi Psi?”

      When they fell silent at that, I recognized they were contemplating what I’d said.

      The trouble was, ACP was touted as the be-all and end-all by our fathers. It was the way forward, more important than attending schools like Harvard or Gildermann, because this was the only brotherhood that mattered. Once you were in its ranks, you were set for life.

      When you were told something shone gold, it took a while to realize that was as much bullshit as anything else. But when the stench of shit finally did start to seep through the cracks, that was when you had to face facts.

      ACP wasn’t made of gold.

      And all around me, the only thing I could smell was shit.
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      “I can’t believe you sneaked out like that,” I snarled at Briar, who was huddled in a ball in the passenger seat. No matter how high I had the heater, she was shivering like she’d fallen into a lake deep in midwinter, and I wanted nothing more than to hold her close, warm her with my body, but what the fuck?

      She’d run off to be with the dumb fucks who’d facilitated her ruin, and had tried to sneak out of her apartment and avoid me?

      Yeah, I was seeing red and it was stupid. Pathetic. Idiotic even, because wasn’t I as evil as those rich boys?

      Hadn’t I had a hand in the tape?

      When Brennan had asked me to facilitate his son’s ‘idea’ to wreck Briar, even though I didn’t know him, I’d thought Flynn was a scumbag for even coming up with the suggestion.

      Of all the ideas, in all the fucking world, that was the one he’d settled on?

      And of course, his father, just as much a prick as the son, had told me to help his dumb-as-shit spawn.

      As much as I’d wanted to tell him to fuck off, I’d had no choice.

      Sure, you might think everyone has a choice, but grow the fuck up. This was the real world. When someone like Brennan told you to jump, you jumped. You didn’t even wait to ask how high. That was the power the man had.

      He had the means of slaughtering me and the rest of my family, and he had the lack of morals to implement it.

      The day I’d allowed myself to be inducted into ACP ranks was the day I’d realized I’d aligned myself with the devil.

      Even if they purported to be the good guys, they weren’t.

      Where politics was concerned, good didn’t exist. The truth of it was, I’d been living without it for so long in my life that Briar’s presence was still coming as a shock to me, and she was hardly lily-white, was she?

      “I had to see,” she whispered, and her voice was so quiet that at first I didn’t hear her over the heater and my raging thoughts.

      I was mad that she’d put herself in danger, furious that she’d done so by leaving me behind to sleep like I was some grunt who couldn’t understand the nuances of what was going down.

      Well, no more.

      It was time an adult took charge of this shit-show before everything exploded in our faces. Jacob had charged me with staying in the background. He hadn’t allowed me to reveal my identity to his kid, well, that was over now, and before this clusterfuck exploded even more in our faces, it was time for me to wade in.

      “You didn’t have to see,” I retorted. “In fact, that was the last place you should have gone. What does that achieve? What does you seeing what you did, knowing what you do, help?”

      “Because I know what he’s capable of—”

      “And you didn’t before? The bastard pimped you out, Briar. He pimped you out!” Fuck, I didn’t mean to yell at her, but those last three words came out as more of a scream that had her flinching like each one was a bullet. “What more of a goddamn clue do you need that he’s scum of the earth?”

      A hiccup escaped her and then the tears began to flow. Guilt filled me, but honest to God, she was going to kill me if she didn’t grow up too.

      This was the real world.

      A world where anyone could be thrown under a bus for the right reason, for a whisper in the right person’s ear…

      Even though the urge to stop the car hit me, and while I wanted nothing more than to grab a hold of her and rock her until all her troubles went away, she wasn’t a baby and I wasn’t her father. Hell, I was old in comparison to her, but not that old. And she didn’t need that from me.

      Briar didn’t need me to baby her.

      No, she needed me to make a woman out of her.

      So, with that in mind, I carried on driving. We needed to get the hell away from Royce’s property line anyway, and each mile that passed had relief spilling through me.

      When we finally made it back to her building, she was still sobbing, still crying as though the tears had an endless source.

      Misery filled me, as well as sorrow on her behalf.

      The day that Band-Aid was ripped off, when you realized that everything you knew was tainted? Well, fuck, it was a painful day. I just hoped she’d never have to go through this again, and hell, if she’d let me, I’d do everything in my power to stop it.

      I truly believed that everyone, at some point, was the kid in the candy store. Gaping around in wild wonder, taking in every ounce of naughtiness in a bag. At the moment, Briar was my version of sugar, and I didn’t see my addiction to her going anywhere, anytime soon.

      Love?

      Maybe.

      The thought had me blowing out a breath.

      Love at first sight was bullshit, but I’d been with Briar a while now. Knew her, even if it wasn’t in the Biblical sense until just recently, and hell, who wouldn’t want this woman at their side?

      The trouble was, I wasn’t desirous as a partner. Especially not with Huey, Dewey, and Louie in the Aston behind us.

      I figured that was what tore at me. That she’d gone to them when they were everything I wasn’t. Ego? Yeah. But fuck, what man would blame me?

      No man, that’s who.

      Ego wasn’t going to help me now though. Not only was Briar upset with what she had seen, but I had a feeling she was upset with me as well. By the time we pulled into the parking space for the apartment, I felt like the biggest asshole in the world.

      We made it up to Briar’s apartment without any of the neighbors stopping us, which was good, only to find the three amigos waiting for us. How they’d beaten us to the front door, I didn’t know, but the looks that they gave me when they saw Briar crying actually made me respect them a little more. I had a good fifty pounds and almost ten years’ experience on them so if they could look at me like they would kick my ass, then at least I knew they would protect Briar if it came down to it. I just wished I could protect Briar from ACP.

      The woman we were all focused on let us in, and part of me expected her to go a little crazy again like she had after her night at the hotel. She was almost the exact opposite though, minus the tears. Her silence and subdued behavior was so much worse than the rage of the other night.

      “I don’t think you’ve all been formally introduced,” Briar whispered, her voice hoarse from her crying jag. “Winston, this is Blake, Lennox, and Flynn. Guys, this is Winston. Would you all like some tea? Or cold brew coffee?”

      “Briar, sit down, please.” Blake frowned at her. “You look like you’re going to fall down.”

      Hell if he wasn’t right.

      But before I could go to her side, whether my help was wanted or not, Flynn was there. He hovered over her like a bee around a flower. “Nobody needs tea or cookies, Briar,” Flynn told her softly, and I wondered why Briar hadn’t realized that the guy had it bad for her.

      She was no dummy, and yet, I felt sure she didn’t know. Did it take another man to see it? Or was Flynn just projecting more than usual because Briar looked more fragile than porcelain?

      Either way, I couldn’t blame him. Briar was a queen, and that much was obvious to anyone who talked to her for more than five minutes. She was kind and generous, smart and witty, not to mention savvy and brave as all hell. Plus, she had more sass than these young pricks would ever be able to handle. Me, on the other hand, I had just the right amount of experience.

      Shame I was only a fucking grunt in the ACP ranks.

      Queens didn’t date foot soldiers, and yeah, that stung like fuck.

      She shoved away from Flynn and grumbled, “Whether you need it or not, coffee is a must.”

      “Let me,” I offered, heading for the kitchen.

      “Not on your life,” she growled at me. Thankfully, her tone was low enough that she didn’t attract any attention from the peanut gallery in the living room. “Go and sit. You can all put together the pieces of what the hell ACP is doing.”

      Reluctantly, I did as she said. Not that I wanted to. I grabbed the armchair and sat. It was somewhat of a dick move, since it forced Briar to sit with at least one of them, but I certainly wasn’t about to. I’d probably ‘accidentally’ squish them.

      “So, you’re Brennan’s kid?” I asked, looking at Flynn. I didn’t need him to know how much I knew about him.

      He gave me a nod while his knee bobbed up and down in rapid movements. Guy looked like he was high as a kite, but his pupils told me he wasn’t. Just edgy as fuck.

      “And you’re a Hennessy?” I questioned Blake, like I didn’t already have files started on all three of them.

      “Don’t act dumb with us. We know you’re here under direct orders from Flynn’s dad,” Lennox interjected, surprising me, since I’d assumed he was the quiet one. “What I want to know is why? Mr. Brennan wanted us to bring down Briar, so what was the point of having you insert yourself into the family?”

      “Eyes and ears. Even more so to help Mathieu pull off his little stunt,” I replied, keeping my ears sharp for Briar’s approach from the kitchen.

      “You helped him with the cameras,” Lennox said on a sigh, as though a puzzle piece had fallen into place. “I knew he was too dumb to do it all himself.”

      “Yeah, I helped rig up his place.” Seemed the little fuck had surprised us all with his intelligence considering he’d been the one to set up Briar’s home with cameras too.

      Though I’d dealt with those the day after my meeting with Brennan, I still felt on edge, wondering if he’d replaced them in the subsequent days.

      “So, how did you get in with ACP?” Blake inquired gruffly.

      I wanted to snarl at him that it was none of his damn business, but I didn’t want to draw Briar’s attention from the alone time she was apparently having in the kitchen. I had to fight my instincts to go and check on her, to make sure she hadn’t broken, that the trip to Royce’s dungeon hadn’t been the last straw. If it was, well, I couldn’t blame her. That shit was enough to blow anyone’s mind.

      When one of the three cleared his throat, I withdrew from my thoughts on what really mattered here—Briar—and said drolly, “Fell in with the wrong crowd.” I meant that in every sense of the word.

      “In college, I presume?” Lennox pressed, his eyes narrowing like the little bastard didn’t believe me.

      “Yes,” I hissed, not appreciating his tone. “Graduated with honors, enlisted under ACP’s directive, and was discharged when they requested as well. Want my pants’ size too?”

      “We just want to get to know you, figure out why the other members of ACP didn’t clue us in to your presence,” Blake mumbled, shrugging as he sank back in his seat.

      “Our place is not to question why,” I muttered, before I pulled the flask I had in my pocket free, unscrewed the top, and downed the contents. It was a little more than a shot, maybe two at the most, but it was enough to take the edge off when I was getting irritable.

      The three of them raised their eyebrows at me, like they didn’t have a glass of whiskey or something every damn night. I knew them a helluva lot better than they thought. Before we could get into it though, Briar came back in carrying a tray of glasses, which looked like they contained lemonade and tea, and a few mugs of coffee. I knew one of the mugs was hers, because it was her favorite.

      Even in the short time I’d known her in a more intimate sense, I had seen that she gravitated toward the same thing over and over again, whether it was a mug of coffee, or a driver who couldn’t wait to fuck her again. I shouldn’t have thought it. But I did, and now that thought had triggered a hard-on and I had to readjust myself so it wasn’t painfully obvious to everyone in the room.

      That Briar found comfort in the mundane didn’t come as all that much of a surprise. Not considering her past. But I knew she attributed more affection to the Snoopy mug than she did the Manet painting she’d received as a birthday gift.

      Briar sat down with said Snoopy mug on the two-seater with Flynn, who immediately pulled her legs onto his lap. When he pulled her shoes off, I half expected her to object, but she didn’t, just raised a curious eyebrow as she observed what he was doing. His hands smoothed over her feet as he started rubbing them, and the surprised sound of pleasure that Briar made went straight to my cock. I wanted them to leave, and soon, so that I could have Briar making those sounds because of me.

      That tonight wasn’t my night for good luck didn’t come as a shock, but it didn’t stop a man from wishing.

      Of course, what was that old saying?

      If wishes were horses, then beggars would ride…
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      The way Flynn’s fingers worked my feet should have been illegal. I’d never had someone just rub my feet before, it had always been part of a pedicure or something similar, but this was heaven. Sitting on my couch, in comfy clothes, with a warm mug of coffee while he rubbed my feet? I should have been in heaven. But I wasn’t. I was in purgatory.

      As good as it felt, it wasn’t turning me on. When my feet rubbed against something firm in the general area of his dick, I knew I was the only one not getting turned on though.

      I watched Flynn, his hands working up my legs, one after the other, to the knee, and back down again. When his gaze met mine, it was filled with lust and pent-up need from the blue balls they’d been giving themselves, like they were trying to prove themselves to me. Trying to show that while they were bastards for ruining my life, they weren’t about to take advantage of me sexually too.

      True gents or what?

      Still, there was no way in fuck this night was ending other than with me in bed and sobbing into my pillow. And not from pleasure, either.

      “What’s it like being in Alpha Chi Psi?” I whispered.

      “Like being in a cult,” Lennox replied with a pout. When I looked over at him, his eyes were on Flynn’s hands and where they connected with me. I didn’t think the pout was directed at the brotherhood, more like the fact Flynn was touching me when he wasn’t.

      Now, wasn’t that a delicious thought?

      And of course, the second I thought that, I knew what a bitch I truly was.

      How on earth I could think of anything other than those three women… My stomach immediately began churning, and I’d have tugged my feet away from Flynn’s grip, but when I tried, he tutted at me.

      Tutted.

      Slightly bewildered, I stopped struggling and instead, blew out a breath. “A cult? I thought it was supposed to be like a family, all brothers, or something like that?”

      “Not so much, ACP is a frat in the classic sense of the word, and then we are part of the inner circle so to speak. The brothers who get selected to become more... active members of the organization. There are some guys who will graduate from Gildermann and never know the true extent of ACP’s power. Lucky bastards,” Blake grumbled, and I watched him pluck at the denim on his knees, his fingers tightening to the point they strained white.

      “Why are you more active if you don’t want to be?”

      “Because of our families, we are all generationally obligated to be more involved. Although I can’t speak for Winston,” Blake answered.

      “I was just lucky, I guess,” Winston added with a sour expression, as he sipped his drink.

      “So the guys who aren’t active, what do they do?”

      “They think it’s just a normal frat, with really, really intense hazing,” Flynn replied, as he drew a circle on the bottom of my foot, almost tickling me.

      “I thought hazing was against the rules,” I said, painfully aware of how naïve I sounded.

      “Rules, schmules. Hazing is what we are known for on campus, although no one ever talks about what that entails. At least not if they know what’s good for them. We all had to survive it, and it fucking blows,” Flynn explained, scowling at my feet.

      “Survive it? What do they make you guys do?” I queried, my curiosity getting the better of me.

      “Alcohol Olympics, circle jerk, elephant walk, all different kinds of tests. ‘Would you take a hit for a brother?’ That kind of thing,” Lennox replied grimly.

      “All of that sounded like gibberish.”

      “Alcohol Olympics, you drink something specific at each station before doing something that requires some coordination. Elephant walk, you grab the dick of the guy behind you until you’re all in a circle and walk around. Circle jerk, you all sit in a circle and jerk off the guy next to you, it’s all designed to test and force bonds that wouldn’t be there otherwise.”

      “It sounds barbaric,” I muttered. I didn’t care about offending ACP, not after what they put me through, but hell, I couldn’t imagine ever doing anything like that. Not that there were any sororities on campus for me to join, even if I’d wanted to—one of the joys of being the first generation of women allowed into Gildermann Academy, I guessed. “You’ve all done this?” I asked, looking between the four of them. Each of them nodded in turn. My eyes came to rest on Winston, who nodded his head almost imperceptibly.

      “It is what it is,” Winston remarked, before taking a long pull from the glass of lemonade he’d chosen from the tray.

      “So, how are we going to get the cops onto my uncle?” I questioned, after a moment’s silence where they looked so lost in thought that I hated I’d asked about the hazing at all.

      Blake’s tone hadn’t grown darker as he talked about it, but I sensed they were all disturbed by the shit they’d had to do to become a member. It made me realize that, for the four of them, being a brother wasn’t something they were proud of. They all looked like they’d been coerced into it, and as someone who’d had their consent robbed from them, I felt that particular pain.

      “I’ll handle that,” Winston grumbled, which only earned him glares from the others.

      “What does that mean?” Blake demanded.

      “It means I have connections with the cops, as well as the FBI, thanks to my military days. With Brennan’s help, I can make a case against him, but I might need to use you, Briar, if that’s okay?”

      “Whatever, it’s not like my reputation can get much more ruined than it already is.” I shrugged and pulled my feet away from Flynn.

      The disappointment in his eyes almost broke my heart, so instead of getting up and getting another drink like I was going to, I put my empty mug on the tray and moved so I was sitting on Flynn’s lap for a brief moment before turning to the side. I tucked my head against his shoulder and had my knees bent over his lap, while his arm circled my waist, and his fingertips played with the end of my tank top and the slice of skin that was exposed there. I could swear I felt him relax for the first time since we had arrived at my apartment, and God help me if being this close, if being held, didn’t soothe me too.

      “Well, that’s the thing, Briar,” Blake began, pausing until I looked at him. Not only were his gray eyes confused, but there was more than a little lust burning in them as well. I glanced over at Winston and saw jealousy in the hard set of his jaw.

      Well, tough shit.

      He didn’t fucking own me, and goddamn, I needed a hug. A real one.

      After taking a deep breath, Blake continued, “We need you to do something epic. Something that your family can’t silence like they did with the sex tape.”

      “I would hardly call that silenced,” I huffed, and felt Flynn’s arms tense around me as though he was waiting for me to turn my temper on him. The reaction seemed so instinctive that I wondered if someone in his family had beat him as a child. It wouldn’t surprise me. Royce had spanked me as a kid, and Mathieu, though he’d joked about it, had said he’d been whipped as a boy for doing something wrong.

      Now I knew him, now I’d punished him myself, I could empathize with his father. Flynn, though? I hated the idea.

      Mathieu, once the mask had been pulled off, had revealed some true colors that resonated deeply. He’d shown zero remorse, zero guilt. He hadn’t cared, hadn’t given a shit about me or what he’d done to me. And though the others gave me whiplash from the bullying at school and the way they were trying to include me in their plans in private, they were at least genuine.

      Something that now, after seeing with my own eyes what Royce was engaged in, I could believe in.

      As much as this night had destroyed my entire world view, I was on stable ground for the first time in too long because I didn’t figure there was much else they were hiding from me.

      My secrets, on the other hand, were still right where they needed to be—buried deep.

      “Outside of Gildermann, barely anyone knows about the sex tape,” Winston added, breaking into my thoughts with a bang.

      “Gee, thanks. That makes me feel so much better,” I muttered, sticking my tongue out at him. Childish? Yes. Did I care? No. Especially when I saw the heat in his eyes once again. Clearly his mind was elsewhere.

      “What we are trying to say, is that we need to do something big, something bigger than big, something that your family can’t silence, something that will go viral outside of our friends,” Lennox explained, his eyes glowing with purpose.

      My stomach sank. There really wasn’t a way to get around this, was there? Not if we were going to bring my family down. “Did you guys have any ideas?” I asked reluctantly, not keen on reliving the torment of the past few months.

      “Not yet. All we know is it has to be big and it has to be public. My pull with social media and newspapers will help prevent it from being silenced this time, but we need you to do something crazy,” Flynn explained softly.

      “Crazy?”

      “Do you have any dirt on your family?” Blake inquired.

      “You mean other than the fact that my uncles tried to sell me to the highest bidder, killed my parents, and at least one of them has sex and—or tortures slaves in their basement?” I snarled.

      “Something we can use without jeopardizing the case we are trying to build against Royce?” Blake prompted.

      I shook my head. “I wasn’t even allowed in most of the rooms in the houses my uncles have when I lived with them. Honestly, I’ve been alone most of my life with the exception of school friends, who were never allowed to visit. Maybe that’s why I trusted Mathieu so easily. I have a better relationship with most of my staff than I do with my actual family.” As soon as the words left my mouth, a blush raced up my cheeks.

      “So we’ve heard,” Blake commented, looking pointedly at Winston who just smirked in return.

      “He isn’t staff,” I quickly stated. “Not anymore.”

      “Briar,” Winston argued, but I shook my head.

      “When Royce hurt me, Winston made him pay. He lost his job for it.”

      “Doesn’t seem like it’s stopped him from being overprotective.”

      “What can I say? I take my role seriously,” Winston snapped, glowering at Flynn.

      I sighed. “No arguing.”

      “Surely that broke your directive?” Lennox questioned, his brow puckered.

      “What? Breaking the nose of a target?” Winston grunted. “Yeah. Pretty much.”

      “How come you didn’t get in trouble?” Lennox continued, apparently not put off by Winston’s glower.

      “Jacob’s used to my stunts, but I’m good at what I do.”

      Flynn snorted. “What he means is, my dad can’t bitch because he’s wormed his way into Briar’s bed. That means, though his initial role is over, he still has a reason to be a part of her life.”

      Though his cold words had me flinching, Winston’s shrug was relaxed. “He can think what he likes. I’m doing as the organization wants while keeping Briar safe. I consider that win-win.”

      Was that supposed to be a compliment?

      Seemed so because that was the prompt for a change of topic.

      “What about a trip to Vegas?” Flynn asked, leaning down so his lips brushed the shell of my ear. “Labor Day is coming up. We could do a quick weekend trip, get wild, gamble some, let your hair down.”

      His touch sent a shiver down my spine and heat rushing to my core.

      “Labor Day vacay,” I mumbled, as thoughts of lying next to pools while sipping on a margarita then dancing the night away with any one of the four men next to me flitted through my head. It all sounded delicious. “I’m in.”

      “You have to get wild though,” Lennox warned, breaking the mental pictures I’d created. “Think tabloid wild, no panties when you get out of the limo kind of thing, girl fights, all of it.”

      “That just sounds like some porn you watched,” Blake scoffed.

      “I mean, maybe?” Lennox replied with a laugh, before nailing me with those inquisitive eyes of his. “My point stands though. You up for it, really?”

      “My reputation is already trashed, so what’s one wild weekend in Vegas going to hurt? Also, I’ll be far enough away from my uncles that they won’t be able to stop anything immediately. Won’t it be weird if you’re with me, though? I mean, it’ll look odd considering everyone in school knows you’re the one behind the bullying, right?”

      “Does it really matter what a bunch of college kids think?” Flynn queried from behind me. His fingers were still playing with the hem of my tank and each time they grazed my skin, I sank a little closer to him, luxuriating in him the same way I had been doing with Winston.

      I had never had much physical affection growing up, so each touch was that much more special for me. I tried not to let on, but I felt starved for physical connection. The need that was growing inside me for these men was almost terrifying in its strength. I wanted them more than I had wanted anything in a long time, and that? Well, it spelled danger.

      “I think a trip like that is about the only thing we can do that your uncles won’t be able to cover up without things leaking. Plus, if you’re out of town, then you won’t have to worry about them trying to pimp you out,” Winston agreed gruffly, his eyes on Flynn’s hands.

      “You’ll come too, right?” I asked, not to torment him but because, tonight aside, I liked having him with me. He made me feel safe, and that was a luxury in my world.

      “It’s sweet of you to ask, Briar, but I don’t think I’d fit in with your plans,” he replied with a tight smile.

      “Why not? You’re worried about what these guys think?” I questioned.

      “Dude, ACP bonding time, come on,” Flynn said with a laugh. The rumble spread through my chest like an engine being revved.

      “We are brothers in arms. Come with us, if for no other reason that you know you’ll do a better job at keeping Briar safe than we will,” Blake cajoled, playing practically the perfect card for Winston. He couldn’t turn down bodyguard detail, and I had to wonder why Blake would do that… until he turned to me with a knowing smile.

      He'd done that for me.

      “Fine, I’ll come,” Winston grumbled, but a laugh made his lips twitch and I knew we had won him over to our side.

      For now, at least.

      I just needed to figure out what the hell we were going to do that was going to derail my family from getting to the White House for good.

      It had to be big and brash and tasteless, and I had to hope that the four men across from me would help me, and protect me, from all of it.

      It would be another test, one they could easily fail. If they didn’t have my back at any point, then that was it for whatever the hell we were cultivating here.

      I guess it spoke of my current state of Stockholm Syndrome that I really, really, really hoped they passed with flying colors.
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      Leaving her that night didn’t sit well with me, and the fact that it didn’t was of great concern.

      She’d become more than a means to an end, and now, we all had a hard-on for her. A hard-on that wasn’t going to end happily because what the fuck were we supposed to do?

      Play rock, paper, scissors over who got her? Though we liked sharing, it was an unofficial thing, and Briar wasn’t an ‘unofficial’ kind of woman.

      Anyway, Winston had already laid some kind of claim. It was evident in the way he looked at her, in the way his eyes darkened and his body tensed whenever she moved away from him.

      It was also apparent that she had him by the balls, but she wasn’t jerking on them just yet.

      Something that only endeared me to her, if I was being honest.

      A lot of women in her position would have taken advantage of Winston’s infatuation, would have used it to their own gain, but not Briar.

      Thank God.

      It would have made shit a thousand times more bearable if she was a bitch because this would be easy. Now, she just had our dicks in a knot because it was hard, plotting her ‘demise’ sucked.

      When we made it into the car, I started the engine and drove us back to Lennox’s place. We all had our own pads, but we tended to crash at his the most because, fuck, he had twenty-four-seven room service. We’d have been idiots not to stay there.

      Still, the mood in the car was somber as I drove us there, and it had nothing to do with what we’d seen at Royce Gildermann’s home.

      We needed to destroy the family as a whole, and a few parties in Vegas would help chip away at the glassy facade of the Gildermann brand, but I didn’t think it would stop the brothers for pledging for president.

      “I hate how proprietorial he is,” Flynn grumbled, telling me he wasn’t on the same page as me.

      Go figure.

      “Who? Winston?” I cut him a look in the rearview mirror. “Get over it. He tapped that first.”

      “So? You’ve seen how she reacts to us.”

      Lennox shrugged. “Why shouldn’t she? She isn’t dating anyone. Not anymore, at any rate.”

      My mouth curved downward. “Anyone been to visit Mathieu lately?”

      When you could hear nothing but the engine revving, I knew I wasn’t the only one who’d forgotten about Mathieu.

      Clearing my throat, I mumbled, “I guess we should go and see him.”

      “Dude’s in a coma,” Flynn retorted. “What should we do? Go and read him the hockey scores?”

      At his snort, I rolled my eyes. “His family will know we haven’t visited. I’m surprised your dad hasn’t bitched at you over it.”

      He shrugged. “He has. I told him to fuck off. He selected Mathieu as a friend, but that doesn’t mean I wanted to keep him. The guy was a jerk. He scratched my goddamn Ducati too.”

      “Which pisses you off more?” Lennox laughed.

      “The Ducati, of course,” I mocked, and was punched in the arm from behind as punishment.

      “Don’t be a fucktard,” Flynn groused. “I’m just saying, the bastard appreciates nothing, so he wouldn’t mind if we don’t appreciate him.”

      My lips twitched. “That’s a novel way of thinking about it.”

      “I’m a novel kind of guy,” was Flynn’s response. He hummed then, and said, “Think we’re going to have to go pistols at dawn with Winston over her? If he could have pissed on her tonight, he would have. Did you see his face when she shrugged him off to go into the kitchen?”

      I nodded. “He wasn’t happy.”

      “Can’t blame him. Locked out of paradise,” Lennox mumbled, and I cut him a quick look, taking my eyes off the road for a second to stare at him in surprise.

      “Since when were you a romantic?” Flynn retorted, apparently as shocked as me.

      “I’m not. Just stating facts.” Lennox reached up and rubbed his chin. The sound of his stubble against his palm was loud enough to be heard over the stereo. “I don’t think we should make her choose.”

      “What do you mean?” I asked warily.

      “I mean, if we make her choose, we might lose out.”

      “Lose out?” Flynn scoffed. “She likes us, bro. What makes you think she’d choose him over us?”

      “Us? Normal women don’t share lovers,” I grumbled. “Especially someone with her family.”

      “Didn’t you see her tonight?” Lennox countered. “She chilled out the second we were all playing nicely.”

      “So? That was just the stress. Hell, I’m still feeling that after that weird shit down in the bastard’s dungeon. Swear to fuck, man, I’m never going to get that scrubbed out of my mind.”

      I almost laughed at Flynn’s phrasing, but I knew what he meant. That was some crazy shit, and seeing and believing were two separate things.

      That was why we’d had no problem in helping Briar learn the truth about her family. Once she saw the worst of it, there was no going back.

      Well, unless she was as evil as the rest of them, and I’d crash my Aston Martin into a wall before I believed she was like that.

      “No,” Lennox insisted, half turning in his seat to stare at us both. “She calmed down when we were there.”

      “What? You mean the four of us make her feel safe?”

      Lennox shook his head at Flynn’s comment. “She’s attracted to us. We know that. But Winston makes her feel safe. He’s her safety net. And when he’s there with us, we can look but not touch.”

      “That sucks,” Flynn grumbled.

      “Yeah, it does,” I admitted. “I like her, guys.”

      “Me, too.”

      “You think I don’t?” Lennox agreed with Flynn. “I mean, isn’t it obvious that we all have the hots for her?”

      “So, what’s your point?” I responded gruffly, not wanting to think about the fact that Winston was back at Briar’s apartment and we were on the open road to Len’s hotel.

      Were they fucking?

      Did he have his cock inside that princess pussy?

      Was his tongue on her clit?

      The agony that swirled inside me at the thought was enough to make me shuffle in my seat.

      “We could share her with Winston,” Len mumbled.

      “Share her with the help?” Flynn snorted.

      “We’ve done it before,” I pointed out.

      “Yeah, but Len’s not talking about that, is he? Not really,” grumbled Flynn. “He’s talking about sharing her long term, with Winston too. I can tell from the shifty as fuck way he’s speaking.”

      “How would that even work though?” I countered. “I mean, she couldn’t…”

      “Couldn’t she?” Lennox leaped on to my words as though he knew exactly what I was going to say.

      “You’re talking about us all blowing our reps,” I stated grimly, my hands tightening around the steering wheel.

      “It would be one way to get out of ACP. You know this shit with the sex tape was something we never even imagined would go forward.”

      He had a point.

      When Flynn had come to us with his father’s wishes, we’d come up with the most ludicrous solutions because destroying her name hadn’t exactly been an easy task.

      When the elder Brennan had leaped on to the sex tape idea with both hands?

      Jesus, we’d been fucked. Royally. And in the ass.

      None of us had actually expected this shit to go down, and when Mathieu had agreed to it, jumping into the fray with an eagerness that was beyond questionable, our fate had been sealed and we’d had no choice but to carry on in the way we’d plotted.

      I rubbed my chin as we made it to the hotel parking lot. “I’m sick of ACP,” I admitted.

      Flynn grunted. “Me, too.”

      “Go big or go home,” Lennox said softly. “Trouble is, I don’t think a few naughty nights in Vegas are going to do shit. I think this is going to need long-term planning.”

      “What do you mean?” I replied, as I pulled into the basement lot and parked up.

      “I mean, that whenever the Gildermanns do anything, hold a conference, have a press convention, do something for charity, we need to make sure Briar’s name is splashed there first. Superseding everything they do until the only Gildermann they know is her. And what the press and public know of her will revolve around the sex tape which, look at Kim Kardashian, just because it’s hidden, doesn’t mean it isn’t still associated with her.”

      The breath whistled from me. “Jesus, Lennox, that’s twisted.”

      “Twisted but it will work.” He grimaced. “But, if she’s with us, we can take some of the strain of being in the public eye. Make the news hit farther and wider.

      “We need to make it that the second someone hears her surname, they think of her and her recklessness, not her politician uncle.”

      “We’ll lose access to our funds,” Flynn warned gruffly. “I mean, you know we all have those clauses that say if we bring shit on the family name, we lose everything. What you’re saying, it’s asking for that.”

      “Briar doesn’t, because she’d have lost access by now if that were the case, so maybe we wouldn’t,” I replied, stunning myself with the realization that I was actually thinking this might work. That it could be the step in the right direction.

      Not only would we kill two birds with one stone by destroying the Gildermann name by association, but also, we’d be able to break ties with ACP.

      We’d had no choice but to join, and the day we had, I’d been proud, but thinking of the hazing and the shit we had to do in the society’s name?

      No.

      It wasn’t worth it.

      Nor was a lot of shit in my life.

      Diving into the fray, as Lennox was suggesting, would wreck everything. Would destroy my life plan, and take me off one course and set me forever onto another…

      The crazy thing was, it didn’t scare me as much as it should.

      Sure, I drove an Aston Martin and had a penthouse apartment. My clothes were designer, my watch cost more than a family home in the suburbs, and I went to a school that would set me up for the rest of my life.

      But that shit meant nothing.

      I was tied to a destiny I didn’t want. My wife would be selected for me in a few years, and from a bunch of women who’d be the same as my mother—cold as ice, miserable as sin, and pickled on martinis. Not only that, I’d have to work for the family’s tobacco corporation. I’d have to work my way up through HQ and would have to find my place in an industry I loathed.

      As an adult, life was literally family and work. If I was married to some stuck-up bitch with blood so blue she was frigid as fuck, where would be the joy in screwing her? Why would I want to carry on the family line?

      Then, with my job, that would suck monkey balls too.

      I’d end up like my dad.

      Two mistresses, an ulcer at thirty-five, a hernia at forty, and a bank balance that bulged as much as his belly.

      Some fucking future.

      I gnawed on my bottom lip as I stared at the wall ahead of me. Forged of concrete, there was only the painting of the lot number that belonged to Lennox to mar the gray space.

      The Aston would have to go, the parking lot, and the access to the penthouse apartment in a luxury hotel as well. My own loft would go bye-bye, and I’d have to economize when economizing wasn’t exactly my middle name.

      Could I do it?

      Could I be poor?

      I guess I, and my friends too, would have to put our money where our mouths were.

      Literally.
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      The next morning when I woke up, was I surprised to find Winston there?

      No. Not really.

      I’d thrown him out the night before after the others had gone, but I’d been surprised when he’d gone without much argument.

      To find him on the pillow opposite me was actually a nice way to wake up, if I was being honest.

      I hadn’t anticipated it, but that made it all the sweeter.

      I reached over and cupped his chin, then stroked his stubble with my thumb. When his eyes opened, those smoky gems staring back at me through the haze of sleep, I blew out a breath and whispered, “Why do you make me feel this way?”

      That had awareness hitting him thick and fast. “The way you make me feel?”

      Before he could ensnare me in those eyes of his again, I rolled onto my back and mumbled, “Flynn, Lennox, and Blake trigger these feelings in me as well. It’s like I’m rebelling or something. Either that, or I’m too stupid to live.”

      He huffed. “Hardly. You’re too smart for your own good.”

      “Stupid enough to believe you were asleep last night,” I countered, amused when he snorted.

      “Yeah, okay, that was kind of dumb.” He reached over, his thumb settling on the pad of my chin, before carefully urging my head to tilt to the side. “Look at me, Briar.”

      When I clenched my teeth and forced myself to look straight up at the ceiling, I grunted then mumbled, “Maybe I don’t want to. Maybe I’m tired of doing what I’m told.”

      “Since when have I—”

      “You followed me last night, Winston. I don’t need you to control my behavior.”

      “I was trying to keep you safe.”

      “From what?”

      “From the repercussions of dumb decisions.” He blew out a breath that gusted along the length of my arm. “When I was your age, I made the worst decision of my life, Briar.”

      “What was it?”

      “I allowed ACP to help me and became embroiled with them. Their taint is everywhere, honey. I can’t even begin to tell you, because I don’t know myself. I just know the reach that I’ve come across, and it’s terrifying. Petrifying. The first time I realized what the organization was capable of, I knew I’d signed a deal with the devil. Sure, their intentions may seem pure, but they’re as devious as your uncles, and have just as many reasons for getting involved in the shit they do.”

      “That doesn’t surprise me. Everyone has an ulterior motive. Even you,” I rasped, finally turning to look at him, and finding a sick satisfaction in how his eyes darkened with regret.

      “I’m a foot soldier,” he muttered, rolling his face into the pillow. “I do as I’m told.”

      “Shooting even where there are no enemies? Christ, no wonder the four of you looked so sick last night when I was asking about ACP.”

      “You can’t begin to imagine what—” He pulled a face. “That doesn’t matter. What I’m trying to say is don’t trust those kids, Briar.”

      “Why shouldn’t I? They were upfront with me before they touched me. You? Not so much.”

      “If you hated me, you’d have pushed me out of bed.”

      I sighed. “Like I said, I’m an idiot.” Reaching up, I burrowed the heels of my palms into my eye sockets and mumbled, “I don’t even know why I’m having this conversation anyway. I don’t need a relationship with what’s about to go down. The last thing any of us need is for me to bring you guys down by association.”

      His hand shot out, tugging one of mine from where I was rubbing my eyes, and he slipped his fingers through mine as he stated grimly, “I want to go where you go.”

      “To the ends of the earth?” I scoffed.

      “Why not? I have nothing else to offer you. Not like what you’re used to, at any rate.”

      When his gaze drifted around the bedroom, I knew he meant wealth. “Money is evil,” I told him, and I knew that now because I’d seen it with my own eyes last night.

      Sure, it bought pretty things, but did it make a soul pretty?

      No. It didn’t.

      Yeah, it was nice to buy whatever I wanted, but the money in my bank was tainted with blood. That of my parents’, who’d been killed because they weren’t fitting in along with the family plans to regain their fortune by fair means or foul.

      “I want to destroy him.”

      Five words, each of them simple but, in their own way, loaded with an evil of my own making.

      “We will,” he soothed, and it made me smirk because it was the kind of voice someone would use on a rattled baby to get them to sleep.

      I wasn’t a baby.

      I was all fucking woman.

      Maybe I needed to remind him of that fact.

      When he was trying to coddle me, when he was trying to tell me who to find attractive, who I should let touch me, maybe he needed to know that, yeah, I was young, and sure, I made stupid decisions, but it was my choice.

      My body.

      My will.

      My life.

      I rolled to face him, options running through my mind like water. What would convince him that I was a woman who knew what she wanted? And what could convince him to share?

      The night before when we’d all been sitting around talking, admittedly about not so fun stuff, I’d felt peaceful for the first time in a long while. The sense of security I had was overwhelming, and the fact that I wanted all four of them to jump on me, to fuck me until I had to walk bowlegged? Well, that was a daydream I wanted to turn into a reality.

      When his breathing started to level out once again, I knew he was relaxed, just like I was in his presence. I popped up onto my hands and knees, and moved over to straddle him. As soon as he felt me, his eyes popped open, and when he realized I was sitting directly on top of his cock, they filled with lust. His hands grabbed my thighs and slid up to my hips, squeezing and holding me in place as he ground his hips up into me. His erection hit my core, which was already hot for him.

      “Do you want me?” I asked, my voice huskier than it had been a few minutes ago.

      “Every minute of every day,” he growled up at me, and there was such fire in his voice and in his eyes that I felt it in my bones.

      What I’d done to deserve such passion, I didn’t know, but I was grateful for it.

      “You want your cock in my pussy? My mouth? My ass?” I made a fluid figure eight with my hips, dropping one side down then the other while I spoke.

      “I want whatever you’ll give me. I want you just as you are, Briar. Crazy, sexy, innocent, brave, strong, anything and everything you have to throw at me, I’ll take it.”

      I bent over and kissed him as reward for his words, and his arms wrapped around me like steel bands of muscle, but instead of feeling trapped, I felt safe, protected.

      Before he could take control from me, I broke the kiss and shimmied down his abdomen until my face was hovering directly over his tented boxers. My fingers slipped beneath the waistband and pulled them down, setting his cock free, while Winston propped his head up on his hand, making his biceps and triceps flex and bulge even more.

      When I opened my mouth, his whole body tensed as though he was expecting me to bite down instead of suck him off. I glanced up at him, only to find him biting his bottom lip and watching me with longing in his eyes. It was the first time I’d really had a chance to look at his cock since we had fucked in the kitchen, and that had been more of a quickie than anything else. The thick girth of it was my favorite part, but it was also what was going to make giving him a blow job hard. There was only so far my jaw could stretch.

      The thick length of him stood proudly up from the rest of his body, like a tower overlooking the surrounding land. I dipped my head and took as much as I could into my mouth, earning a hiss of pleasure from Winston. I began to pump up and down with my mouth, swirling my tongue over the smooth skin while lightly sucking on him. After a few moments, his hips began to rise to meet me and I paused, letting him dictate the pace for a while.

      When I pulled away for a breather, I looked up at him and saw the way he was watching me. “I need you to stop giving the guys such a hard time,” I told him, delicately wiping some drool from my mouth.

      “What?” he grunted, his eyes still focused on the head of his cock and how it glinted in the dim light with my saliva all over it.

      “Blake, Flynn, and Lennox. Stop being so hard on them. I’m not your property, Win, I need you to understand that and stop metaphorically pissing on me whenever they are around,” I demanded, slowly working one hand up and down his cock while the other supported my weight.

      “Pissing on you?” Confusion marred his handsome face, and I knew he was dazed from arousal.

      “You think I don’t notice, but I do. I’m my own person, this is my body, and I’ll decide who gets to touch it, when, and how. Understood?”

      “Sure,” he conceded a little breathlessly, as I tightened my firm hold on him.

      “I want you, Win, I want your cock inside me. I want you to fuck me like there’s no tomorrow, but I also want them to fuck me too. I want all of you, and I don’t care how slutty or dirty that makes me. I’m already ruined anyway, and will be even more so by the time this is over, so I’m telling you my deepest, darkest desires right now in the hopes that you’ll be on board. If you don’t want to work with me on this, then I don’t know if I can tie myself to you, and you need to know that.”

      “Okay, but why are we talking about this now?” Winston inquired, his eyes growing less dazed as his cock began to soften.

      “Because I wanted you to understand that I do what I want. This is a new leaf for me, and if I want to suck you off while Blake fucks me, then that’s what I’ll do, provided you’re up for it, of course.” I wasn’t sure where the words came from, but I knew where the desire was based. And his too, because my statement had his cock stiffening once more as I watched his eyes become unfocused, the scene I’d just described probably playing in his head. “I want to finish this blow job and I want you to fuck me, but only if you are on board, only if you can stop treating me like I’m a prize you’ve won and won’t share.”

      “I don’t want to share you, but if that’s what you want, then I’ll think about it,” he capitulated, his voice growly and rough from his lust.

      “If you don’t want to do it, if you can’t get involved with this, then don’t come to Vegas. I’ll know if you don’t get on the plane that you’re not up for it, and we don’t have to have an awkward conversation. Deal?” I demanded, not letting him get out of making a decision. I wasn’t about to take shit from anyone, not when I was on a one-woman mission to destruction.

      “Deal,” he grunted, his tense jaw telling me he wasn’t happy about it.

      I smiled at him and climbed back up his body, kissing him ferociously, claiming him as my own whether he understood it or not. This might be our last time for all I knew, but at least I was honest with him, had told him what I wanted and didn’t try and hide it or my true self from him. If he rejected me now, well, then I knew he would always reject me in the end anyway.

      His hands splayed across my back as he rolled us over so he was on top. With a press of his hips, I was lost to my own lust. I felt bad for teasing him, for having a serious conversation when half his blood was powering his cock and not his brain, but it was something that needed to be said.

      “Fuck me, Win, even if this is the last time. I want to feel you inside me,” I breathed, as I nipped his earlobe and raised my hips to meet his.

      “I’m going to make you scream my name,” he whispered, mimicking my move and biting on my ear, but he sucked it into his mouth while one hand grabbed the delicate lace of my panties and pulled, ripping them clean off.

      Fabric gone, his cock nudged at my entrance, even harder than before. I raised my hips, which moved the head of his cock into me just enough that it pushed Winston past his limit, and he thrust into me hard and fast, making me moan and writhe underneath him.

      “God, Briar, you feel amazing,” he said, my name sounding like a prayer on his lips.

      As he moved within me, I felt my orgasm begin to build, and when he began playing with my clit, I was pushed over the edge so quickly that I hadn’t even had time to realize I was about to come.

      I called his name as I exploded with my release, my mind and heart focused solely on the man who filled me and the hope that he would stay by my side through thick and thin, and all the kinky in between.

      A moment later, Winston joined me with his own release and we both rode a wave of pleasure even more intense than before.

      A roll around in the bed didn’t cement him in place for the kind of things I wanted in the upcoming days, but I had to hope he wanted me enough to give me this.

      The promise of so much more than I’d ever anticipated made up for what I was going to have to do to stop my family. I wanted him at my side, but I wasn’t about to force him to do anything.

      He knew the lay of the land now, and it was down to him to make the next move.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            4

          

          
            Briar

          

        

      

    

    
      By the time Monday rolled around again, I felt more prepared for whatever the guys were going to throw at me. I wasn’t sure what it was, just that it would happen, and if I was lucky, then I’d be gifted another sneaky, stairwell orgasm as an apology. Lordy, that had been hot. Just the thought of it made me want to lure one of them back there so I could take advantage of them.

      It wasn’t that Winston left me unsatisfied either, but this sexual beast he’d woken inside of me, that they’d awoken, was hungry. I’d had sex before, obviously, I mean there was public record of it, but it had always been something I felt obligated to do, even my orgasm, if I had one, had always felt a little empty, but now? Now my orgasms—plural this time—were more powerful than I’d ever known.

      They were the ‘bring me to my knees’ kind, the ones that left me wondering if God was a woman, because clearly she knew what to do when she designed the male body. They were the ones that made me feel full of life, made me want to actually have fun for once instead of just following the family line and doing everything that was expected of me.

      If I had kids at some point, I didn’t want them drowning under expectations, under the weight of carrying the Gildermann name. No, I wanted them to feel this sense of freedom and sense of self that I’d felt with these men whenever I was around them.

      I wasn’t sure how the men who’d brought me to my knees were the ones who’d brought about this sense of liberation, just knew it was true. Fucked up, to be sure, but true.

      My thoughts were all over the place as I settled in my seat and got ready for my next Business Law class, which was why I didn’t notice that Regan had stopped in front of me for a minute or two. When I blinked and looked up at her, fury was dancing across her delicate features like a storm across a prairie.

      “You can’t have them,” she hissed at me.

      “Who?” I replied, taken aback by the accusation in her voice—far as I knew, she wasn’t dating anyone, so it wasn’t like my ‘whore’ self was poaching on her territory.

      “Don’t play dumb with me, Gildermann. You know exactly what I’m talking about. The four of you aren’t as sly as you think you are. Stick to your driver and leave them for women with class like myself. Whatever interest they have in you is a passing fancy, so do us all a favor and don’t drag them into the mud with you.” Having said her piece, she stomped up the stairs toward her seat.

      I understood her need to be mean to me, even understood a need to stake her claim, even if it made no sense. She and Mathieu had been an item, after all. But that she’d set her sights on one of the guys? Well, hell, it made me want to claim them all the more.

      As I twisted around, following Regan’s flouncing ass, I shot her a mental bird, and shortly after, the professor got started.

      Before I knew it, the bell was ringing and class was over. I grabbed my books and began to rush out when Professor Trinton called out, “Ms. Gildermann, may I speak with you, please?”

      My cheeks flamed instantly. Jeers and mutters of, “She’s in trouble,” spread through the remaining students like wildfire.

      Just what I needed.

      I glanced over my shoulder and saw Professor Trinton watching me, hunger dancing in his eyes that reminded me, uncomfortably so, of the look the guys would get when I got them hot and bothered.

      My stomach twisted in fear of the conversation that was about to happen. And as the bad feeling spread inside me like cancer, I did the one thing I could do while I waited for everyone to exit—I texted Lennox and turned on the sound recording app on my phone. When I first started getting bullied by them, I’d been determined to use it to prove what was happening to me, only I never had time to reach it, or when I did and I listened to it later, it just sounded like a couple of snide comments, nothing that would amount to what I’d been experiencing in real life.

      Once the door had swung shut behind the last student, Professor Trinton came out from behind his desk where he had been sitting and perched on the corner with one leg resting on the desk. He clasped his hands on his lap and looked at me.

      “Can you tell me anything about class today? Any of the topics I covered?” he asked.

      The blush on my cheeks intensified and I honestly felt bad for being so distracted during class. I shook my head briefly and chewed on my lip, my nerves jumping as thoughts of what he was going to say next raced through my mind.

      “You need to do better, Briar. You’re one of the smartest girls in class, but you’re letting all these outside influences distract you. I can’t support you if you don’t tell me what’s going on,” Trinton told me calmly.

      The man was old enough that I’d never really thought of him in a sexual light before, but now, with brown eyes peering at me over the rim of his wire-framed glasses, I got the distinct impression that he certainly saw me in a sexual way.

      He looked a little like Russell Crowe, but with a longer face. His khakis and deep blue shirt were paired with an olive-green jacket and brown leather shoes that winked in the light. Dark hair, which was littered with gray, topped his head and the short beard he was growing was more gray than not at that point.

      “I’m sorry, Professor Trinton. I’ve had a lot going on in my personal life, but I’ll be better about getting my head straight before class so I can focus,” I assured him, wishing I could run out of there.

      He sighed and took off his glasses, pinching the bridge of his nose. “Based on your behavior since the school year started, I have to assume that you’re not going to change, that being said, I’ve been briefed on everything that happened and can understand why something like that would be distracting, so I wanted to give you a chance to make up the credit you’ve been missing for class.”

      I wasn’t sure if it was possible to blush any harder than I already was. My face was literally hot and I could swear amusement was dancing in Trinton’s eyes.

      “How have I been missing credit?” I queried, feeling panicky. I couldn’t fail a class, that was a line I wasn’t willing to cross, at least not voluntarily. I needed to graduate to get my inheritance, but there were other sub-requirements that could come into play if I ever wanted to see a dime of what was waiting for me.

      I fiddled with my phone, trying to discreetly double check that the recording app was on while fear warred with distrust in the face of Trinton’s statement.

      “I require more than just butts in seats. To earn credit for being in class, you actually have to pay attention, which is something you haven’t been doing. Now, there are a few ways for you to earn extra credit, which I only offer my most promising students. I know which one I’d prefer,” Trinton explained, as he reached out, his fingers grazing my thigh above my knee and just under the edge of my skirt.

      I took a step back and his face clouded.

      “Don’t be a bad girl, Briar. I’ve heard all about your talents. All I ask is that you share them with me, that way you can zone out as much as you want in class, and I won’t have to reprimand you for it. It’s a win-win.”

      “Heard about them? You mean you haven’t studied that video frame by frame?” I challenged, outraged. My mouth ran away with me before I could stop it, but I wasn’t sure I would have kept my mouth shut, even if I could. I was the descendant of the founder of Gildermann, and I most certainly wasn’t going to tolerate a staff member hitting on me.

      “I know you like to sully your hands with the help, so you can always consider me a tutor if you’d like.”

      “No, I don’t like, nor do I want to spend any extra time with any of my professors.” God, I hated that word—sully. Like Winston was a lesser species to the rest of us. Angry, on his behalf and my own, I turned to leave, but I couldn’t, not yet. Not when the words were bubbling from me like lava spitting from an active volcano. “You can consider your career as a professor over.

      “If you think I’m not going to tell anyone that will listen about how you tried to feel me up, seduce a student, then you’re wrong. You shouldn’t be a teacher, not only are you boring as sin, but you’re a predator.”

      “Briar,” Trinton called, moving faster than I would have thought possible so he could stop me before I reached the door. He moved in front of me. “Don’t be like that. This is a good deal for you with the shape your grade is in.”

      “I don’t want to sleep with you,” I reiterated calmly—I felt anything but calm—before trying to move around him.

      “I’m not saying you have to enjoy it, hell, you don’t have to put on a show for me, just bend over my desk for a few minutes. I can make it quick,” he whispered, unaware he was signing his own death warrant.

      “Let me out of here, Professor Trinton... Don’t make this any worse for yourself.” My heart was pounding in my chest as the sensation of being a creature suddenly realizing it was in a cage washed over me.

      He was in my space and as he moved forward, I was forced to back up if I was to avoid him. He didn’t stop until he had me pinned against the wall. “Sweet Briar. I just need a taste.” His hand slid up my thigh, pushing my skirt higher and higher.

      Panic began to set in, making me slow to react. I dropped and tried to duck under the arm he was using to trap me before running to the door, but he was faster than me, his reactions that of a man who had done this before. His hand clamped around my wrist and yanked me back into place.

      “Now that wasn’t very nice, not when I’ve been so cordial with you.” His voice was low and had a menacing, if polite, edge to it that scared me more than his actions.

      “Please, just let me go and we’ll forget this ever happened,” I implored, my voice barely louder than a whisper. Any vitriol I’d spat at him had long since disappeared.

      “That’s not likely, not now anyway. I mean look, you can’t leave a man with blue balls, it’s just not healthy and I’m so fucking hard for you. So, either bend over my desk like a good girl, or I’ll take what I want right here and nothing you can say or do will stop me.” He was pressing against me so I could feel his erection on my stomach, and it made bile rise in my throat.

      I stomped on his foot, aiming for the instep, but missing slightly. He grunted in pain and his hand came up to his neck where he pulled his tie loose and yanked it over his head before shoving it in my face. When fingers pinched my nose I felt another wave of terror as I couldn’t breathe without opening my mouth. I had no other option though. As soon as I did, I only had a split second of delicious air before the tie was shoved into my mouth.

      With my silence assured, or my voice at least muffled enough not to attract attention, his hands divided and conquered no matter how much I struggled. He had my wrists pinned over my head before I even knew what was going on, while his other hand, which had captured my attention with its panic-inducing ascent from my thigh to my panties, reached its goal.

      I had one move left, one trick that I’d been taught in a self-defense class that Gildermann required its female populace to take. I tensed a moment before I threw my head forward with as much force as possible and sent it crashing into Trinton’s nose. On reflex, he released my wrists to cup his bleeding nose and I dashed to the side. Fear made my lungs seize up as I expected him to grab me from behind once more.

      Then, thank God, the door opened, and the sight of Lennox’s glorious face made me want to sob with relief.

      “Everything okay in here?” Lennox grated out, pushing the door open and catching Trinton lunging after me. His jaw ticked with outrage, but he stayed silent as he read the scene, and just held out his hand for me.

      “Small misunderstanding,” the professor stated, as he straightened his clothes, smoothed his hair down, and wiped a trickle of blood from his nose.

      “Hey, babe,” I greeted, as I looped my arm around Lennox’s waist. “Were you waiting for me?” I squeezed him a little tighter, mentally willing him to go with it.

      “Was wondering what was taking so long,” he replied with a shrug as he smiled down at me, his rich brown eyes crinkling around the edges.

      I pushed up on my toes and pressed my lips to his. I had intended for it to be just a brief kiss that someone would give a longtime lover, but when his arms tightened around me, I knew I’d kicked the hornet’s nest.

      Lennox’s free hand came up and cupped my face, his thumb smoothing over my cheekbone as he deepened the kiss. When he pulled away, I was glad that I’d been hanging on to him because I was weak in the knees.

      “My girlfriend in trouble, Professor?” he queried, while I was still blinking up at him as though I was seeing him for the first time.

      “Just get her to pay more attention in class or she’s going to fail,” he grumbled, his body turned from us now as he tried to clean himself up.

      “Will do,” Lennox retorted, his smile lost on the professor before he turned and walked us back toward the door.

      The second I was out of there, I didn’t know whether to exhale with relief or sob with terror.

      That was assault, right?

      The way he’d pinned me against the wall, the way he’d tried to touch me? What he would have done if I hadn’t been able to get away or Lennox hadn’t been there?

      As bad as it was, it had almost been a thousand times worse. The reality of the situation I’d just escaped started to sink in and I shuddered.

      Fuck.

      What was it with the men in this godforsaken Academy? Why did they all think they had the right to treat the women here like it was nineteen-nineteen?

      The thought had me jerking out of Lennox’s hold. It wasn’t on him what had just happened—

      Wait.

      It was.

      I’d had sex with a guy I’d believed was my boyfriend, and he and his friends had decided to share that with the rest of the world, which had led to that old bastard coming on to me.

      For the first time in a long while, I felt tears prick my eyes, and my fingers fumbled as I grabbed my cell phone.

      I needed Winston.

      I needed him.

      Now.

      As I began tapping out a text, my hands were shaking, making the easy task impossible. Even as I tried to hit ‘send’ on the short message, my cell was grabbed and as I looked up in outrage, I watched it get tucked into Flynn’s pocket.

      “What are you doing?” I rasped, hearing the desperation in my voice and not giving a damn about it. “Give it back to me.”

      He shook his head. “No,” he stated grimly, his hand cupping my jaw. “What just happened?”

      “Trinton was—” Lennox’s jaw worked. “He was going to force her.”

      “Force her?” Blake ground out, his eyes narrowing. “To have sex?”

      My nostrils flared. “No. To do my multiplication tables,” I spat. “What the fuck do you think he was going to force me to do? He said my grades were too low and that he’d give me extra credit.”

      “I’ll kill him.” Flynn’s voice was low, mean, and deadly, and it surprised the hell out of me.

      Sure, since the start of this odd relationship, I’d come to realize he was capable of pulling mean stuff, but that tone of voice? It did something to me.

      Even as I felt like my world was collapsing around me, because a pissant professor thought he could try to blackmail me for extra credit, the threat inherent in Flynn’s statement got me hot.

      So fucking hot.

      The dichotomy between the terror of seconds before and this raging arousal was borderline terrifying, and I stared at him, aware that we were in a corridor and could do nothing anyway, and transmitted every ounce of feeling his way.

      When he saw it, he jerked back in surprise. “Briar?” he murmured, his tone faintly uneasy now. Not because of what he’d said, but because of my reaction.

      Shoving my stupid response to him aside, and focusing on what needed to be done, I reached over and pressed a hand to his chest. “Do you know a trust lawyer?”

      Blake cleared his throat, drawing my attention his way. “I do. Why?”

      I cut him a look that declared, ‘why do you think?’ “I want to break the rules on my trust fund.”

      “That kind of fund will be set in stone. Impossible to break,” Lennox countered.

      “Maybe,” I said with a shrug. “But I’d like someone to look into it.”

      “To what end?”

      “Graduating somewhere other than here? I can prove that my safety is compromised.” I held out my hand. “My phone?”

      “Who were you trying to contact?”

      “Winston,” I answered flatly. “He makes me feel safe.”

      I wasn’t sure why, but those words had the three of them blanching.

      Flynn released a breath as he slipped his hand into his jacket pocket and retrieved my phone.

      I didn’t call Winston, instead, I headed for the Sound Recorder app on my phone and played it on low for them to hear.

      Word for word, Trinton’s voice was on repeat, and the sickness that swirled around inside me was enough to make me back up and lean against the wall for support.

      How had it come to this?

      And how, when it was these guys’ fault, did I find comfort in their presence?

      I should be running from them, and yet, they’d opened my eyes to the horrors within my family. I wasn’t grateful to them, hell no, but I had a deeper understanding of the perversions that ran like veins of filth and rot through my lineage.

      Because of them, I was no longer buried under the covers, hidden away from the knowledge of what my people were capable of.

      And to learn that, the worst had to happen to me.

      Not only with the sex tape, those most intimate of moments that were ridiculed the school over, but with the sight of the women my uncle abused and caged, and with the knowledge that my parents had been murdered.

      My life had gone down the shitter, and maybe no Gildermann would ever believe it, but at that moment? I never wanted to be called ‘Gildermann’ again.
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      I wasn’t sure if Briar knew how much her words hurt us, but it wasn’t about us. If anything, we were fortunate she was even talking to us, period.

      We were behind this.

      By intent and by deed.

      The shame and guilt morphed inside me as it had been doing for weeks now.

      Joining ACP was supposed to have been a high point in my life, was supposed to be the next phase of adulthood, but here I was, face to face with the direct result of my actions for a mission that was tied to ACP.

      Briar had almost been raped because of us.

      She’d been assaulted and blackmailed.

      If she hadn’t texted me when she had?

      And if I hadn’t been hovering close by because I had this stupid need to see her?

      Only fuck knew what could have gone down.

      “We need to get her out of here,” I rasped, gently grabbing her arm and tugging her away from the wall.

      Even though she was putting on a brave face, it didn’t cut the mustard. She looked devastated, and who could blame her? I was feeling that way too, and for a completely different reason.

      Flynn and Blake nodded at me, and as a quartet, we made our way to the front of the building.

      “Flynn!” Regan cried out, but I didn’t even bother turning my head, leaving my friend to deal with the whining bitch. “Where are you going?”

      “Not now, Regan,” Flynn growled, cutting her down as he often did. But as was the way with Regan, she ignored him.

      “But we were supposed to have Econ together!” she complained.

      I didn’t hear Flynn’s reply because, by now, we were out on the front step and staring over the glorious sight of manicured lawns, and a fountain that burst into life every few seconds with a grand wave of water that echoed around the courtyard.

      It was amazing to think that such corruption lay beneath such prettiness, but it did. I’d learned that a long time ago, and I felt sure Flynn and Blake had as well.

      I knew the exact point Briar had learned it too.

      Sick to my stomach for her, I carefully guided her to the parking lot where Blake’s Aston Martin was parked beneath a cover.

      The vehicle’s alarm was released ahead of us as the car lights flashed, and I opened the passenger door to let some air into the hot interior.

      Blake rushed around to the front and set the air conditioner to blasting, and within seconds, I was carefully guiding Briar into the back seat and taking a position beside her.

      “Where to?” Blake questioned.

      “Her place,” I stated, at the same time as Briar whispered, “My apartment.”

      Was it any wonder that Trinton’s actions were the straw that broke the camel’s back?

      Of everything she’d been through, this was the kick in the face that no one needed, and from her expression? It was like she was shell-shocked.

      The car set off with a purr that spoke of its master engineering, and that was the only noise that broke the silence.

      As Blake steered us away from the cesspit of corruption that was the Gildermann Academy, Briar kept her face turned to the window, tilted away from me as she processed what had just happened.

      I wasn’t sure what I expected from her, and was well aware that I was looking at her like a scientist would a petri dish.

      I didn’t necessarily understand women. They were complex creatures, and I was fortunate to have my face and my name because that seemed to be all that was required to get them to bend over for me.

      Crude but true.

      Still, Briar wasn’t like that.

      Her name was dirty, for sure, but in the eyes of the public? It was gold. Solid gold.

      The Gildermanns were up there with the Kennedys and the Bushes. Hers and Flynn’s were a dynasty whereas Blake, and myself were somewhat nouveau riche. Of course, that meant our families had made their money just after the Civil War rather than before it, but still, that was the way of it.

      But that wasn’t why Briar was different.

      She was more sensitive than I’d expected, but also capable of a ferocity that surprised me, and very little ever managed to do that.

      In her own way, to me at any rate, she was a wild card, and the same part of my brain that appreciated studying computer viruses appreciated studying her.

      “Why are you staring at me?”

      Her rasped question jolted me from my musing. “I’m thinking.”

      “About what?”

      Finally, she turned from the window and looked across at me. I was surprised her eyes weren’t wet and her cheeks weren’t tracked with tears, but her skin was pale, blanched, and I hated how pinched she looked.

      “About how different you are.”

      Her brow furrowed. “In what way?”

      Flynn muttered, “Fuck.”

      Her gaze cast over him. “What is it?”

      “Lennox isn’t exactly known for his silver tongue,” Blake retorted with a snort.

      When she looked over at me, I shrugged. “You’re a wild card,” I informed her. “I never know what you’re going to say or do.”

      She studied me, her eyes drifting over my face for an endless amount of time. I sensed Flynn and Blake were wondering how she was going to react to my statement. I thought they were waiting on an explosion, but I knew Briar wasn’t volatile enough to take umbrage at my words.

      Her eyes darkened as they stared into mine, and she murmured, “How wild?”

      There was something inherently sexual in her tone, but equally, something that set my nerves on edge. It was sexual because there was something dangerous underlying it, and because I was a man and possessed a cock, my body put sex and peril together. But her question had me tilting my head to the side. “What do you mean?”

      “I think it’s self-explanatory,” she replied, her voice husky. But again, not with a sensual overtone.

      Fuck, this was confusing, and I wasn’t even sure why.

      “Briar?” Flynn asked, breaking into our conversation. “What are you talking about?”

      I was relieved that he’d picked up on it, happy that he knew something weird was going on with her too.

      Her jaw clenched for a second as she looked at me, then over to Flynn and Blake. “The trip to Vegas is off.”

      The statement had my brows meeting my hairline. “What? Why?” I countered, not angrily, but my tone was a welter of confusion she couldn’t avoid.

      “Because it isn’t going to work.” She tapped her nails against the leather seat, and the dull rapping noise was enough to set my nerves on edge.

      “How do you know that?”

      “Because it isn’t. My uncles will find a way to work around it. What happened today showed me exactly how they will too. Even though it wasn’t my fault, I’ll still get cast as Jezebel. And they’ll use that to their gain, undoubtedly to engender sympathy for having a slut marring the family line.” She reached up and tugged at her bottom lip. “Even if I go wild, all I’ll do is destroy my rep more than theirs.”

      “Where are you going with this, Briar?” Blake inquired, shooting her a look from the rearview mirror.

      “I’m going straight to hell is where I’m going,” she rasped, and the words were incongruent with the way she raised her legs so she could tuck her arms around them. The self-comforting gesture wasn’t lost on any of us.

      “What are you talking about?” Flynn ground out.

      “There’s only one way to stop my uncles from getting a foothold in politics,” she informed us softly, her face turned away again as she rested her chin on her knees.

      “How?” I whispered.

      “We take them out of the equation entirely.”
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      When I’d cut the brake lines on Mathieu’s car, the sense of satisfaction that had filled me was beyond anything I’d ever known.

      It was one of the most powerful feelings I’d experienced in a life that was drowning in apathy.

      For those moments, as I’d sneaked into the garage where his ‘baby’ was parked and cut the lines, the location of which a helpful YouTube vid had instructed me on, I’d felt in control.

      Fully in control.

      Of course, that had changed when the ramifications of what I’d done had hit home. And when I’d gotten dirty looks at school because the rumor had gone around that I was behind the accident? It had exacerbated my concern until I’d realized it was a part of the war against me and my focus had shifted to just how mean Blake, Lennox, and Flynn could be.

      For what I’d done, I could have gone to jail, should have, but the way Mathieu drove was on my side. He’d gone tumbling over that cliff at thirty miles over the speed limit. Not only that, he’d been drunk and high as well. Of course, there’d been an investigation into the wreck, but while Mat had been thrown clear of the vehicle, the car hadn’t fared so well. It had been torn to shreds by the cliff face and my little nick had been masked by a thousand other cuts and tears.

      When I’d learned he hadn’t died?

      I’d been disappointed.

      Terrible, right?

      I’d wanted him dead. For what he’d done to me, I’d wanted him gone, punished.

      Twisted?

      Yes.

      I was, I realized then, evil. Not as bad as my uncles, I saw now, but just as corrupt. Capable of such wickedness that I deserved every ounce of shit karma was bound to throw my way. But as time had passed, and Mathieu had spent more time in his coma, the sex tape and the way it had made me vulnerable had reared its head.

      It had made me forget who and what I was. What I could do and what I was capable of.

      Whether it was losing access to my trust fund, being thrown in jail, or having to fuck whichever businessmen my uncles deemed worthy for the cause, or handle perverted professors, I was starting to see that I deserved it for what I’d done.

      My soul was tainted. Had been before I’d even been born. I was a Gildermann, and that meant I was tarnished from the get-go. But I was willing to taint it some more for a good cause.

      No one in my family deserved to be anywhere near the White House, and I’d see to it that was the case. I’d protect my country the only way I could.

      My name.

      It was already a little battered and the worse for wear thanks to what Alpha Chi Psi had involved me in, but that didn’t take away from what I could do by proximity alone.

      “Have you ever killed someone?”

      The words fell like ice into a warm drink. Heavy but buoyant, spreading a chill wherever it touched.

      The guys had been silent since my earlier statement, but now? I could feel the throb of that silence more than before.

      It took on a life of its own.

      Ironic, considering I was speaking of death.

      For a while, I wasn’t sure if they’d answer, but I was patient and could wait for a reply. One I already knew.

      There was no way they hadn’t. Not when their response was so slow to come, so weighted down with a tension I found difficult to name.

      It wasn’t shame, nor was it fear. That was all I managed to discern.

      “Part of the initiation rites is to take a life for Alpha Chi Psi,” Lennox eventually muttered, and when I shot him a look, I saw he was staring at his knees.

      My brow cocked at his words. “Is that the baby step into the life or the final step?”

      “It’s the last initiation act,” Blake confirmed woodenly.

      “And who do you kill?”

      “Whoever we want.” Flynn licked his lips, his tongue fluttering nervously on the underside of the top one. “If we don’t get caught, we’re a brother.”

      “If you do, you go to jail?”

      Blake snorted. “You know as well as I do, we’d never go to jail.”

      I frowned because he wasn’t wrong and that, more than anything, strengthened my resolve. My uncles, no matter how much evidence there was against them, would walk free of whatever charges they were accused of—even with insurmountable evidence against them.

      Prison wasn’t in their future. No matter the crimes they’d perpetrated. And the truth was, even if they were thrown inside, they deserved worse than that.

      My thoughts tumbled and swirled as we pulled up to my building, the three of them following me upstairs and into the apartment. I needed to figure out how to say what I wanted to without sounding like a sociopath. I honestly wasn’t even sure if that was possible because maybe I was one.

      As the guys scattered themselves around the living room, I couldn’t help but think about what I’d said to Winston that morning. I wanted all of them, and even with everything that had happened, I still did.

      “What did you feel when Lennox told you what had happened?” I asked, as I sat down opposite Flynn.

      “You were there, you saw,” he hedged.

      “I want to hear what you felt, not make assumptions,” I clarified, then I paused for a moment before I pulled out the big guns and turned on the puppy dog eyes, adding, “Please, Flynn.”

      He gritted his teeth. “I wanted to strangle him.”

      “That’s it?”

      “Why do you want to know, Briar?” Blake questioned from my side.

      “I want to know where you all stand,” I replied. Now, I was the one hedging my responses.

      “We stand with you,” Lennox said from my other side.

      “I need to hear it,” I told them, looking down at my hands as I picked at my latest coat of nail polish. “I need to know I’m not the only bloodthirsty one.” I hadn’t intended to say the last bit aloud, but when the muttered words escaped my lips it was like someone popped a bubble. The tension in the room released just as easily.

      Flynn was in front of me within a moment, kneeling and taking my hands in his own. “Briar,” he began, looking up at me with his ocean-colored eyes that made my heart skip a beat. When he spoke again, his voice was filled with a barely contained rage that had me studying him. “You think I didn’t want to rip that professor’s dick off and shove it down his throat? To crush his balls in a vise? To send him to prison with ‘let me be your bitch’ tattooed across his forehead? If you hadn’t looked as though you needed us, then I would have been in there kicking the shit out of that guy.”

      Blake joined Flynn on the floor. “The only reason we kept moving was because your safety and sanity were more important to us than unleashing our vengeance on some idiot professor. He will pay, make no mistake about that, but right now, all we are worried about is you.” His voice was just as cold and deadly as Flynn’s had been in the hallway.

      My body responded immediately. I slid off the armchair onto the floor and reached for Blake, pulling him toward me until I could climb into his lap. Instead of the sweet, sideways seat that I took with Flynn the other night, I was straddling Blake, climbing up onto him and wrapping myself around him like I was trying to climb a tree.

      “Briar, you’ve just been through something traumatic,” Blake cautioned, pushing me away slightly.

      “Make me forget about it,” I challenged quietly, before I leaned forward and pressed my lips to his.

      Blake froze, his whole body rigid under mine before he pulled his lips away, breaking our kiss. I scowled at him before dismounting and turning to Flynn.

      “Are you going to turn me down as well, Flynn?” I asked as I climbed onto his lap.

      He gulped, his Adam’s apple bobbing up and down as he watched me. I scooted a little closer to him, shimmying my hips on his lap and his breath caught.

      “Flynn, now isn’t the time,” Blake advised from behind us, his voice carrying an undercurrent of warning.

      I looked at him over my shoulder and growled, “You can’t tell me what I want or don’t want. You don’t know.”

      As I turned back to Flynn, my eyes caught on Lennox who was already gripping his erection in his hand through his pants—I did appreciate a man who knew what he wanted.

      I didn’t understand why him watching made me so hot, but as I took in his movements, it was like someone turned a key in a lock and I no longer just wanted to play and tease them. I wanted to see them as they had seen me. I wanted them to fuck me into oblivion, the kind that only came when every need was met and multiple orgasms were given.

      When I was finally able to pry my eyes off Lennox, I looked back at Flynn, settling all my attention on him. His gaze was heavy with lust, and as I wrapped my arms around his neck, I said, “So, are you going to reject me?”

      “Never,” he whispered, his voice guttural, right before he claimed my mouth.

      It wasn’t a kiss, it was so much more than that. His hands wrapped around me, crushing me to him while one tangled in my hair, grabbing it and pulling, using it to angle my mouth perfectly against his, and one slid down to my ass, cupping and squeezing the flesh it found there. When he pulled back on my hair, forcing me to look upward and exposing my neck to him, I couldn’t help the moan that escaped me.

      Flynn’s teeth nipped at the delicate skin of my neck, moving from just below my ear to my collarbone, licking and sucking as he went. By the time he reached my mouth again, I was panting with need. When his lips claimed mine once more, I rolled my hips, brushing my core against his erection.

      We were wearing too many damn clothes, but just as I was about to reach for the edge of his shirt, his hands moved, cupping my thighs and ass as he pushed to his feet.

      I wrapped my legs around him, clinging to him as he walked us toward my bedroom. How he knew which room was mine, I didn’t know or care, all I wanted was him on top of me and inside of me. When my ass hit the edge of my bed, I relaxed slightly, releasing my legs from the death grip they had around his waist.

      My hands traveled greedily over his body, untucking his shirt and slipping underneath until I could feel the hard ridges of muscle rippling beneath surprisingly soft skin. I began working on the buttons while he pulled off his tie and tossed it aside. His belt was next as he toed off his shoes, and by that point, I was done with his buttons, so his shirt slid down his arms when I pushed it over his shoulders.

      His skin still retained some of the tan from whatever he’d done over the summer. Combine that with his sandy blond hair and ocean eyes, and he looked delectable, especially when my gaze caught on the trail of delicate hair leading from his belly button and disappearing under the edge of his pants.

      Flynn shoved his shirt down his arms until it dropped to the floor, while I undid the button and zipper on his pants. My heart pounded in my chest as I licked my lips in anticipation. The charcoal gray material slipped down and revealed the pale blue boxers he’d been wearing underneath, and my heart thudded as I took in the tent of his erection that was right in front of me.

      There was a new urgency when he leaned down and kissed me once again. I felt it too, like if we didn’t do this now, we never would. His hands were on my breasts as he knelt down in front of me, beginning to work on the buttons of my own shirt. With each one that he undid, my breath sped up a little bit. Then, my shirt was gone and his hands were back on my breasts, squeezing and pinching through my bra.

      My skirt was being pulled down my legs and somewhere in my mind I realized that there were too many hands. My eyes popped open, and I saw both Blake and Lennox there with an eager light in their eyes as they helped undress me.

      “Have you ever had multiple partners before?” Lennox inquired, as he rolled one of my socks down from my knee.

      I shook my head, my gaze drifting over his beautiful face. He reminded me of a young Colin Farrell. A rugged jaw, a wide brow, soft lips I wanted to kiss, and all bordered by hair a brown so rich, my hands itched to touch the silk.

      “We’ll go easy, don’t worry,” Blake promised, his voice jerking me his way, a moment before his mouth descended on my nipple through the lace of my bra. His gray eyes caught mine, and I melted as they narrowed into slits, his enjoyment in the caress as evident as mine.

      “You need to be naked too,” I breathed, as my panties disappeared.

      When Blake let up, he pulled my bra free as though it had always been unclasped, and I was completely bare before them. They each paused their attentions as I lay there panting, my nipples so hard they could cut glass, and my pussy so wet that if one of them didn’t fuck me soon I was going to lose my mind.

      Flynn pushed his boxers down, letting his cock spring free, and I had to bite my lip to stop myself from grinning. His cock was thick and long and perfect. The ridges of veins made me want to suck him off, but I didn’t because I wanted him inside me more.

      Next to him, Blake and Lennox were stripping out of their clothes too, and I felt like a kid on Christmas morning who was finally able to unwrap her presents. My eyes kept flicking between the two of them, trying not to miss anything.

      Blake’s dark hair was shaggy over his eyes as his pale, almost alabaster skin was put on display. His stormy gray eyes looked even more dazzling as he raked me with his hot gaze. His taught, lean frame was just as enticing as Flynn’s, and when his boxers came down I was happy to see that he was just as well-endowed as his best friend, but his cock curved upward, and I couldn’t wait to find out how that felt when he was inside me.

      Lennox’s clothes were off when I looked at him next, and I could tell that the tanned color of his skin was completely natural, because there were no tan lines present. Standing next to the pale, cool tones of Blake, he looked like warm honey. The dark slashes of his eyebrows were matched by the ebony hair that was not only on his head, but scattered between his pecs and dipping down under the waistband of his boxers, which he shrugged off under my heated gaze. His cock wasn’t a disappointment either.

      I guess the old saying was true, birds of a feather flock together.

      Flynn was on me then, picking me up and scooting me farther onto the bed before I felt his cock nudge at my entrance.

      “Wait, condom,” I breathed, as I rolled over and reached toward my nightstand. The fact that I’d bought these to use with Mat flashed in my mind, but I pushed the thought aside and made a bet with myself that Flynn, Blake, and Lennox were much better lovers than Mat ever was.

      If I knew how true that had been at the time, I would have laughed.
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      As I reached for the condoms, Flynn let me have more space to move. Or so I thought. I hadn’t expected him to grab my hips and haul me up so my ass was in the air.

      “Want a taste, Len? You’re the only one who hasn’t tried this sweet pussy and this is your last chance before I get my cock wet,” Flynn rumbled behind me.

      “Don’t I get a say?” I laughed.

      “Trust us, princess, we know what’s good for you,” Blake purred, leaning down and kissing me even though we were at an awkward angle. He slipped the trio of condoms from my hand, and the telltale tearing sound told me he’d passed them out to Flynn and Lennox as well.

      I decided to go with it. After all, they’d done this before and I’d never had sex with more than one person at a time, and never thought I would since it seemed like most guys were afraid of coming off as gay or enjoying it too much or something. I wasn’t about to complain, not when it was definitely a fantasy of mine.

      The mattress dipped behind me and I knew Lennox was taking Flynn up on his offer. Hands grabbed my ass and pulled me into the position he wanted me in, and then I felt a finger tracing my lower lips and circling my clit, before going all the way back to the tight rosebud of my ass.

      Lennox spread my juices all over me, making me slick for him, and then when I was just getting used to his rhythm, he began to suck on my clit, swirling his tongue around it like he was a hurricane. Fingers thrust into me, and I wasn’t sure whether they were Lennox’s or Flynn’s.

      Whoever it was, he found the sensitive spot inside me like he’d had a map drawn for him or something, and when he started rubbing that, and Lennox began sucking and swirling on my clit, my orgasm roared to life. Just as I was on the edge, he pulled away, leaving me panting and my whole body quivering.

      When he started again, the orgasm was already right there. I knew he wanted to tease me, to draw this out, but my body didn’t give him the chance. I flew over the edge the second his teeth grazed my clit. I called his name as my back arched and my hips moved of their own accord.

      Lennox was gone then, and from the way the mattress moved, I knew Flynn was taking over. His arms came around my stomach and lifted me up as though I weighed no more than a feather. He flipped me and spread my legs in one fluid motion. When he didn’t immediately drive into me, I looked up at him questioningly.

      “Look at me,” he growled, as I felt his cock move forward. When my eyes closed at the pleasure of feeling him inside me, finally, after craving him for so long, he gripped my jaw and repeated, “Look at me.”

      I popped my eyes open and saw the satisfaction in his as he continued to inch into me, stretching me and filling me. I gasped as he kept moving deeper. I’d thought he would have been flush against me by then, but he wasn’t. With one final thrust, he was completely seated inside me.

      He paused and we both lay there panting for a bit, him trying not to come, presumably, and me trying to let my body adjust to his size. After a brief moment, he started to move, and when he leaned down and briefly kissed me, I knew I was done for. It was tender and reverent and everything I’d always wanted from a lover.

      When he pulled away, the others moved in. Blake was focused on my nipples and as Flynn leaned back even farther, Lennox began playing with my clit like he was an expert in how to make me come.

      I tried to move my hips, to keep up with Flynn, but with the other two working magic on my body as well, it just wasn’t possible. All I could do was enjoy the ride.

      When they brought me to climax once more, I thought it was a miracle. I’d never had more than one orgasm at a time before. I knew I wasn’t super pent-up, thanks to Winston’s attentions, so it was the skill level they had along with how much I wanted them that was apparently the magic combo.

      Flynn’s rhythm became scattered and I knew he was going to come. When his cock began to pulse inside me, I didn’t expect him to call my name or make it sound like he was worshipping me, but he did, and I loved it.

      With the fluidity of dancers, they changed places. I’d expected Blake next, but it was Lennox. His thick cock pushed in, stretching me in an entirely different, but delicious, way. I moaned, unable to form words at that point.

      His rhythm was faster and more punishing than Flynn’s, who apparently liked to take his time, although it hadn’t felt like it in the moment. Each slap of skin on skin made my body tighten and jerk as I lost myself to the sounds and sensations that the guys were giving me.

      Blake was still standing at the edge of the bed, stroking his cock, which was looking bigger by the second. When he finally climbed on, he held his cock in front of my face, but Lennox was going too fast and moving me around too much for me to suck on him, and I was afraid I’d hurt him.

      “Switch?” Blake requested, when he realized I couldn’t suck on him at the same time.

      “You’ve done anal before, right, Briar?” Lennox rasped.

      I nodded. It made me nervous, but I had done it. My mind yelled at me that he would have seen it in the tape, and yet I appreciated him acting like he hadn’t, at least not right now.

      “Want to do it again?” Lennox’s eyes twinkled with arousal.

      I nodded once more. Yes, I was nervous, but this was the kind of sex I’d always wanted to have, and if this was my only opportunity to have it, then I wasn’t going to waste it.

      Lennox pulled out and I immediately missed him. I must have pouted or something because the guys chuckled.

      “Give me that sweet pussy, Briar. Let me fuck you until you come on my cock, screaming my name,” Blake growled, as he leaned in and nipped my ear while tweaking my nipple. The sounds that he elicited from me shouldn’t be possible, and yet, I was making them.

      Blake lay down, and I climbed on top of him, easing myself onto his cock, suddenly unsure if I could do both. Maybe I should have started with just anal and worked up to it. The thoughts were chased away as Blake began to roll his hips under me.

      Lennox moved behind me, bending me over so I was nose to nose with Blake, who took the opportunity to kiss me. His lips were like pillows as they connected with mine, his tongue tangled with my own as he worked me toward a fever pitch of need.

      Someone was touching my nipples, but with Blake kissing me the way he was, I couldn’t tell who. I felt Lennox begin to play with my ass, using my own juices to make my skin slick. When the tip of his cock pushed against the hole, I had to focus and relax so he could get inside, otherwise it wouldn’t work, which was hard to do with Blake biting and sucking and licking his way up and down my neck.

      A hand slipped between Blake and me, and wiggled its way toward my pussy. As soon as it reached my clit, I knew I was close to another orgasm, even while Lennox was working his way inside me. I appreciated him going slowly and not trying to rush me. I felt his arms wrap around me and pull me into a slightly more upright position, which allowed him to slide the rest of the way in.

      With Blake and Lennox inside me, I felt overly full, as though I was a balloon about to pop. Since I was sitting farther back, Flynn was able to reach my clit more easily and he worked me with his skillful fingers while the others rocked into me. They weren’t going fast, not yet at least, just getting me used to the sensation. And what a sensation it was.

      I had craved this fullness ever since I became sexually active, and now that I had it? I wasn’t sure I could ever go back to normal sex again. As they began to move faster and faster, it was all I could do not to explode all over them, at least that’s what it felt like. There was a pressure building inside me, something I’d never felt before, and the faster they moved, the faster it built.

      Everything was being touched or stimulated in some way, and it was on the edge of being overwhelming. Blake began to roll his hips in a slightly different way as he was thrusting into me, and he was hitting areas within me that I didn’t even know were sensitive.

      The orgasm came in a sudden rush, one that made me cry out Blake’s name just before another wave of pleasure hit and I lost my ability to speak, so nonsensical sounds started pouring from my mouth. Even as I was coming, they kept going, and they pushed me into another orgasm so quickly that my body doubled over and I felt something release within me.

      “Fuck, Briar, did you just squirt?” Blake’s voice sounded hoarse as he spoke.

      “What?” I mumbled, still twitching from my orgasms. My brain was fried and it felt like I’d had an out of body experience or something.

      “We made you squirt,” Blake said again. “That’s so fucking hot.”

      Their rhythm increased and I knew that even if I wanted to, I couldn’t come again. I felt completely empty. It didn’t stop me from enjoying it though. The feeling of them moving in opposite strokes within me had me moaning and writhing on their cocks, while Flynn stroked his dick, which was already hard again.

      I held my mouth open for him. Quickly, and without rocking the bed too much, Flynn was standing and thrusting into my mouth. He was almost too big, and I certainly couldn’t take him very deep at that point since my brain could hardly focus, but he didn’t seem to care. I sucked and swirled my tongue over the head of his cock, ignoring the faint taste of the condom.

      All three of them were filling me and I loved it.

      “Fuck, I can’t last any longer if you keep sucking his cock like that, princess,” Lennox warned from behind me.

      His words didn’t stop me, and I felt his cock tense and jerk a few moments later as he spilled himself within me while cursing and groaning. Blake was next, his pace becoming frantic as Lennox withdrew. Each of them felt different, and I wanted more of it, more of them. When Blake came, it was with a barely muffled shout that sounded so primal, it would have made my nipples hard if they hadn’t been already.

      As though his friend’s releases had triggered his own, Flynn gripped my head and began thrusting into me faster and faster, to the point that I couldn’t do anything other than hold still and let him fuck my mouth. When he came, it was a sudden surge into my mouth, which I swallowed down. He kept thrusting for a few seconds afterward, his cock throbbing on my tongue.

      When he withdrew, we all collapsed onto the bed. I was safely snuggled between Blake and Flynn, and Lennox was there too, sprawled across the bottom of the bed. I’d never been more thankful to have a California king-sized mattress than I was in that moment.

      “That was fucking amazing,” I whispered, as I felt the drowsiness of postcoital rest sweep over me.

      I knew Winston might be home soon, knew that he could walk in on this debauched scene, but I didn’t have it in me to move. They’d fucked me too hard, and too well to do much more than close my eyes and sleep.
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      The second I heard the scream, my eyes immediately popped open and flared wide in surprise. Whatever I had expected to wake up to, it wasn’t a scream. At least, not one of rage and terror, but pleasure. Yes, I’d half expected that. But this was the exact opposite of pleasure, and I quickly jerked upright until I was in a sitting position, then looked around to see if I could figure out what the fuck was going on.

      I didn’t think we were in danger, because if we were, we’d all have been scrambling to find our bearings. But I saw that Lennox was awake, saw that he was staring at something and wasn’t reaching for his gun, so I swiftly focused in that same direction.

      When I saw Briar, her hands on Blake’s phone—the one that declared his love for all things Miami Dolphins—I wondered at first what she was doing.

      When she slammed it down against the bedside table?

      Yeah, that was when I woke up. Real fast.

      “What the hell are you doing?” I growled, watching her repeatedly smash the very expensive, and nightmare-to-replace phone into the nightstand. Our phones weren’t regular, run-of-the-mill brands. Blake’s was the same as mine and cost a cool twenty thousand, for Christ’s sake. They were handed out upon induction into ACP, and getting new ones was like asking for another liver.

      “You were recording me! Recording us!” she spat, her voice frantic as she carried on trying to destroy the cell.

      “Recording?” Blake countered, his voice blurry with sleep. “Recording what?”

      Lennox shoved him in the side as Blake attempted to sit up straighter. We had fallen asleep strewn about Briar’s bed like discarded teddy bears, wet spot be damned, but now, we were all sitting upright and trying to understand what the fuck our woman was doing.

      Because, yeah, crazy as shit or not, she was ours.

      No more beating around the bush, none of that prevaricating shit. Just the truth.

      And the crappy truth?

      She thought we’d betrayed her. Again.

      Fucking ACP.

      Okay, no. Sure, ACP were bastards, but it was time I stopped blaming them. We’d been the one to decide the sex tape was a good option. I’d been the one to go to my dad with the idea, and he’d pushed it ahead. Green lighting it. But only because I’d gone to him with the suggestion in the first place.

      This was on me, one-hundred-percent, and now, Briar didn’t trust us.

      Couldn’t trust us.

      And who the fuck could blame her?

      What a complete and utter clusterfuck.

      I ran a hand over my face as Blake entreated, “Baby, we’re not recording you. We wouldn’t do that. Not after…”

      Briar’s lip was trembling as she whispered, “The screen was on. I was looking into the fucking camera when I woke up, Blake. Explain that! Is this going onto the website? Is everyone going to think you’re studs and I’m more of a slut than before?”

      I frowned at Lennox. “The fuck is she talking about? Recording? Is that even possible?” Not a single part of me believed that one of us had turned on the camera. But automatic overrides existed for a reason, and the fraternity had given us those damn phones.

      I didn’t, and never had, had any trust in ACP, and I was well aware of the duplicity they were capable of. Even though I’d been behind the sex tape idea, that they’d gone ahead with it told me just how dishonorable an organization it was. And yeah, I knew I sounded like a hypocrite. But fuck, even hypocrites learned.

      Lennox rubbed at his eyes again, but though he yawned and looked pretty bored, I could tell he wasn’t. He was thinking.

      “Remote access is always a possibility,” he drawled slowly, his words interspersed with the cracking sound of glass smashing as Briar panted away with the force of her efforts while she tried to destroy Blake’s phone.

      I cut her a look and felt my fucking heart break when she finally stopped, then dropped the phone like it was a steaming hot pile of shit—truer words had never been spoken—and staggered over to the wall so she could lean back against it. When she sank down until her butt hit the ground, and pressed her face into her knees, I felt like crying too.

      Jesus.

      We’d done this to her.

      Us.

      God, how could we ever get past this?

      Lennox’s voice was almost toneless as he stated, “The only people who’d be able to… or who’d even want to remote access any of our gear is—”

      “Yeah.” My mouth tightened, already knowing where he was going with this without having to say another word—it didn’t take a fucking rocket scientist, did it? “Still, if they caught a shot of us all together, then my father won’t let that go public. Not when I’m involved.”

      A sob escaped Briar and it tore at me, made me clamber out of bed with none of the grace that had gotten me onto the Gildermann Academy basketball team, and had me stumbling over to her so I could sink beside her and hopefully offer some comfort. Well, if there was any comfort to give when I was one of the major reasons she was tormented now.

      “I’m sorry, baby,” I whispered, curving my arm over her shoulder and tucking her close. That she let me get close to her at all should have boded well, but I didn’t think so. It was more like she didn’t have the energy to pull away, and that just broke my heart even more. She was tense with distress and I couldn’t blame her.

      After what she’d been through, I knew she’d be traumatized for life. And that was on us, that was something we had to work on. Her trust issues were bound to present themselves from time to time, and at the start of a fledging relationship as we were, I knew that would be more of an issue than anything else.

      “Why did you have to do this to me?” Her voice was broken and it killed me. Truly killed me, because this wasn’t Briar.

      Before we’d gotten involved, she’d been strong, confident, and capable. Now, here she was, vulnerable, and huddled against the wall like a frightened animal.

      There were many times in my life when I’d hated myself. Being a Brennan, I’d come to believe that self-hatred came with the name. We had too much power, too much influence, and none of it was used for the greater good.

      Part of me had tried to con myself, tried to believe that the family’s foothold in ACP was for a good cause. Sometimes, maybe it was. None of the Gildermanns deserved to be in the White House, so ACP was working for the greater good in that instance. But I highly doubted that the greater good was their sole intention. Somewhere, hidden in the wings, there’d be a business decision behind it. A decision that the Gildermanns were against, that ACP couldn’t manipulate them out of.

      That was the trouble with families like theirs. They had their own ranks, their own systems. And where ACP was concerned, that was something they couldn’t tolerate. The only way to combat that at all was complete annihilation. Which was what was going down with the Gildermanns, they just didn’t know it yet. Well, except for one Gildermann, that is.

      “I have no answer that will justify what we did,” I told her, brushing a kiss against her temple. She tensed at the touch, but how could I be insulted after what we’d done? “All I can say, baby, is that we will never do anything like that ever again.”

      It wasn’t much of a promise, but it was better than nothing. At least, I hoped.

      Blake, who’d joined me on the floor with Briar, reached out and pressed a hand to her knee. His fingers were large against her delicate bones, and he squeezed gently as he whispered, “None of us will. And we’ll all spend the rest of our lives trying to make up for what we’ve done to you, Briar.”

      His words should have terrified me. He’d just spoken for the three of us, spoken on a subject that dealt with not just his, but all of our futures. But I wasn’t scared. Maybe it was crazy, but I wanted Briar. Wanted her for me. And there was the difference.

      All my life, I’d been doing what my father wanted, and if not him, then what my grandfather wanted. Even if I’d tried to rebel, my grandmother had made me promise to tie my future to ACP, so it had never truly been mine to do with as I willed. But this, here, now? The time was mine to make decisions for myself.

      This entire situation had shone a light on my world, and now, I was finding it more tarnished than I appreciated.

      If I didn’t appreciate it, then I couldn’t remain a part of it. I was no longer my family’s puppet. They could no longer pull on my strings, and this woman was the reason for my rebellion, the reason behind me breaking free of the chokehold my family had on me. She was, did she but know it, my liberation and incarceration at the same time.

      “You can’t make promises like that,” she whispered, her voice still so broken that it tore me apart with guilt and shame.

      “He can,” I told her softly, pressing her into my side like my proximity could infuse the words with the genuineness in them.

      “We can’t just carry on like this,” she argued. “This is something that society, hell, our families won’t…”

      “Fuck our families,” Lennox growled from his position on the bed.

      When I glanced at him, I saw his shoulders were hunched over as he worked. His attention appeared to be on the expensive bit of kit, with his elbows on his knees and his head bowed as he studied Blake’s cell, but I knew him.

      Knew how his strange brain worked.

      Tech was his thing, matters of the heart not so much, and that he was as invested in this situation as Blake and me, told me everything.

      For some crazy reason, we were all in.

      Mutual attraction, guilt, whatever, we all wanted her, and none of us were willing to give her up, so that meant we had to share her, and honestly, I wasn’t averse to sharing. It wouldn’t be the first time. Hell, Lennox and I had enjoyed the same maid one summer at my family’s home in the Hamptons. That was when we were thirteen.

      The thought had me rubbing a hand over my face in shame. Especially when I remembered my father throwing that back in my face a few years after. Consuela had been bought and paid for by him. Lennox and I had half been in love with the girl, but she’d been nothing more than a hooker, one my father had purchased to rid me of my virginity. Dad of the year alert, or what?

      “It isn’t as easy as that,” she mumbled, her head rocking as she pushed her face against her knees. Blake moved his hand slightly, then ran it over the crown of her head until he could cup the back of her neck.

      “We can do whatever the fuck we want to do,” he whispered, using a tone that would invite the Archangel Gabriel himself to sin.

      “You know that’s bullshit!” For some reason, his words were the last straw. But as much as I hated to see her vulnerable, I didn’t like seeing her enraged either. Although I guessed, of the two evils, this was the lesser.

      She flung her head back to glower at us, her body suddenly vibrating with outrage. Where before she’d been meek, now she throbbed with anger. She was a living, breathing hard-on, but I pushed my arousal to the side because this was important. This conversation mattered, she mattered, and it was time we showed her that.

      “Is it?” I retorted, twisting so I could look at her. “Is it really bullshit? If it’s something we all want?”

      “You have obligations to your families,” she sneered. “And even though mine thinks they can treat me like a whore for their cause, I’m still under their thumb too.”

      “Then it’s time we liberate ourselves, don’t you think?” Lennox challenged, his attention finally on us and not on the cell phone. When we turned his way, he raised the cell, shook it in his hand, then did more damage than Briar had in her frenzy—threw it against the wall.

      The sudden burst of violence had Briar flinching, then gaping at him. But Lennox ignored her. Instead, he coolly got to his feet, nakedness be damned, and folded his arms over his chest as he said, “We all wanted you from the start, Briar. All of us. Our families are stains on society, and for too long, we’ve allowed ourselves to be brought into the bullshit, dragged into their cesspool of lies.

      “Well, after what we’ve had to do to get to this point, not just with you, but with the induction into ACP itself, I’m fucking sick of it. And this extra crap is just…” He shook his head. “No more.” As he moved his arm, it trembled with strain as he sliced it in front of him, punctuating his words. “No. More.”

      I knew I wasn’t the only one to sense that something was wrong. Something more than the surface revealed.

      Blake was almost frozen as he bit out, “What did you find on there?”

      Lennox’s jaw was like stone. “It doesn’t matter. The second I get to my computer, I’ll deal with it. You don’t need to worry about it…”

      “That you need to deal with anything at all tells me it does matter,” I argued. “Spill, Lennox. What the fuck did you find on there?”

      “Shit I wouldn’t have bothered looking for if it weren’t for this situation,” he replied angrily, scrubbing at his forehead like he could erase whatever the hell it was he’d seen on there. “Shit I know Blake would never have downloaded.”

      “Stop speaking so cryptically,” Blake growled. “What did you find on there?”

      But from the thunder on Lennox’s features, I had a feeling I already knew. I shook my head, not wanting to believe that my own father had done this. But I’d heard about it before. Heard about another brother who had tried to defect, and ACP had used incriminating evidence that he’d apparently ‘downloaded’ to tie him to the fraternity for fear of risking jail.

      Because I sensed Lennox wouldn’t say it out loud, not when Briar was here, I knew that I had to say it. We couldn’t keep things from Briar if we wanted her to trust us, and this was the smartest way to bring her into the fold.

      If I was right, then this would show her ACP’s true colors, and then she would slowly begin to understand why we were willing to break free of such an organization.

      “Child porn?” I asked quietly.

      Blake reared back. “What?” he exploded, and I couldn’t fucking blame him. This shit felt like something the Russians would pull, not our own kind.

      Lennox gave a single nod, but his jaw was tense. “Like I said, when I get to my computer, I can deal with it, as well as whatever shit you and I have on our cells, Flynn, but if that wasn’t enough for us to break ties with ACP, then I don’t know what is.”

      Briar blinked, then breathed out, “Do you mean to tell me that the people you work for, the people who you call brothers, have downloaded child porn onto your cell so that they can use it to blackmail you?”

      Blake flinched then spat, “Briar, if you think I’ve downloaded—”

      “Don’t be stupid,” she snarled, her hand connecting with his shoulder to push him, her irritation with him evident. And while this subject wasn’t exactly heartwarming, I was relieved to see that the frailty of before had been replaced with the Briar I knew and, I had to admit, loved—fuck me. “I’d never think that,” she growled at him. “I’m just trying to make sure that I understand all the facts.”

      “Well, we’re on the same page now,” Lennox said dully.

      Briar blinked at him, then after rubbing a hand over her face, surged to her feet in an explosive movement. “I think it’s time I told you something,” she stated. “Something that might change everything—”

      Lennox raised a hand. “Wait.”

      I could tell she wanted to argue, but she tilted her head to the side and watched him as he collected the phone he’d just thrown across the room. Then, he rounded the bed and picked up the cell phones we’d dumped on the nightstand this afternoon after we’d made our way into her bedroom, before he headed into the bathroom. It didn’t take much to anticipate his next move, and when the toilet flushed, I knew he’d shoved them down there.

      It wasn’t enough to destroy them, not something so expensive, but it would fuck with the mics for a while.

      When he returned, he motioned with his hands to continue.

      “Mathieu… His car crash, well, it wasn’t an accident.”

      I got to my feet. “What the fuck are you saying?”

      She turned her head to look at me over her shoulder. “Did he fall or was he pushed?” She cocked a brow at me. “If you think I’d ever let somebody get away with doing what he did to me with no recriminations, then you’re stupid.”

      For a second, I gaped at her, and then a sense of dread filled me. “But we did that to you as well?” I made it a question, because, fuck, it was.

      “Yeah, I should chop off your dicks for it too.” Her jaw worked for a second. “Consider yourselves lucky that I like them attached to your bodies.”

      For some reason, those words didn’t exactly make me feel warm and cozy inside.

      

      
        
        ❖

        Briar

      

      

      

      Well, I wasn’t sure what I expected when I told them I tried to kill one of their friends, but it wasn’t the silence.

      I mean, sure, I expected a minute or so of it when I first dropped this bombshell, but I didn’t expect more than five minutes of complete and utter silence from the three of them.

      Maybe I hadn’t told them enough yet?

      Or maybe I needed to leave the room and give them some space to process and talk amongst themselves? I wish I knew what to do, but it wasn’t like there was a How to Confess You Tried to Murder your Boyfriend guidebook.

      Deciding that the best way was to put everything out there, I took a deep breath then mumbled, “Look, I know you might not want to hear it, but it’s the truth. I did try to kill Mat. When I went to confront him about the tape, he was in the middle of fucking another girl and he just laughed at me without even pulling out of her.

      “He stood there, balls deep in some slut, and just laughed at me like I was the biggest joke ever. When I rushed out of there, he sauntered out after I heard him climax, and like he was the king of the world, told me he had only been fucking me because of who I was, a fancy name to add to his bedpost. He said he’d taken the video on a dare because he wanted to rip out the pedestal from under me.

      “The truth is, I thought I was in love with him. I thought he loved me too or I’d never have slept with him. I mean, girls don’t exactly get the same pass as guys do when it comes to one-night stands, and I could never do that in case my family found out, but Mat was different, or at least I thought so.”

      When I was done talking, and they were still just gaping at me, I grabbed a robe from the back of the door, turned and left the room, giving them space to think, to talk, without me there.

      With nothing else to do until the guys decided how much they hated me, and rather than worry over the fact I’d just told the truth to three guys who’d proved I couldn’t trust them… I started making something to eat. It wasn’t even early evening yet but I knew Winston would be back shortly from ACP HQ where he’d told me he had meetings all day.

      Because breakfast for dinner sounded quite tasty, I snagged the gallon freezer bag that was full of waffles and started reheating them just as the instructions on the bag indicated. Then, I added some bacon and eggs as well so that it wasn’t just sugar for dinner. I was also hoping that the smell of the food would draw the guys out from my bedroom.

      After a little while, just in time considering the food was ready and plated up, the murmurs coming from my room stopped and the guys appeared, dressed in boxers, each with a solemn expression that made my heart stutter in my chest. This was it. The end of whatever strange relationship we’d been forming, I knew it, and maybe a swift trip to jail before Royce whitewashed the sentence away.

      Tears sprang to my eyes and as much as I tried to will them away, they wouldn’t go. I didn’t want the three of them to think I was trying to manipulate them, or worse, that I was weak. Most importantly, though, I realized how much I didn’t want this to end. I liked our group. I liked the way each guy brought out a different side of my personality, and I more than liked each of the guys. I had never been one to have casual sex. Maybe I should have told them everything about Mat before we slept together, but it was too late now.

      “I hate seeing you like this,” Blake said, as he walked over to me and wrapped me in his arms. I breathed in, scenting the leather of his car and the edge of his cologne that was almost worn away by the activities of the afternoon, and under it all was just him—something pure and masculine, spicy and sweet—and I wanted to bury my nose in it and roll around in the way he made me feel.

      I pulled away from him slightly, and looked at each of them in turn before I admitted, “I wish I could tell you I’m sorry for what I did, but I’m not. He deserved what he got. I’m not crazy and you’re not in danger, but I can only be pushed so far by someone I love before it becomes too much.”

      Well, fuck. Who was that supposed to reassure? I sounded crazy to my own ears!

      But… “I get that, I do,” Flynn began from the other side of the marble countertop. Maybe he was the right amount of crazy for me too? “But we were involved in it as well. You didn’t know that at the time, but when school started, we knew you figured it out. So, why leave us out of the punishment?”

      “He was the one I loved, the one who cheated on me, used me like a cum sock, and laughed in my face while fucking some slut.

      “If he wasn’t in a coma right now, would you all still be friends with him? Would you still be tormenting me? Would you still want me? I hope so, because I... I want all of you,” I ended lamely. The words flew out of my mouth faster than my brain could control them, and I barely stopped myself before saying the big L word. One bombshell at a time was quite enough, thank you very much.

      A look passed between Blake and Flynn, and then Flynn and Lennox. I saw the barest nod of a head and then Flynn said, “I’m sure you’ve figured out by now that Lennox runs the website, but what you don’t know is that... Fuck.” Flynn took a deep breath, and after a moment’s pause, he let it out, expelling all the words he’d been trying to say with it. “It’s my fault that the sex tape even happened in the first place.

      “My dad wanted something to tarnish your family’s rep and he turned down all our ideas except the ones that targeted you. I don’t know if he thought your uncles were more attached to you than they are, but yeah. The sex tape was my idea. Literally, the only thing that Mat did was fuck you, everything else was done by one of us.”

      Now, it was my turn to be shocked.

      I wanted to be angry, to rage against them until they ran away, because, in truth, I was scared. I wanted, more than I’d ever wanted anything in my life, except my parents being alive, for all of us to just run away together and forget our lives ever involved Gildermann Academy or Mathieu. But that wasn’t possible.

      They’d done this to me, and I either had to get over it or let it tear us apart.

      Clenching my jaw as I processed what he’d told me, as well as the sweet guilt in his eyes, I released a deep breath. “Is there anything else I should know about the tape and your involvement?” I asked.

      “Not ours,” Lennox muttered, and I realized he’d taken a seat at the counter and was stuffing his face with a waffle so coated in syrup that it dripped off the edge. Flynn and Blake shot Lennox angry glares—whatever it was he’d just alluded to, they were upset about it. I highly doubted they were irritated by his appetite at this sensitive moment.

      “Not yours?” I echoed, my head tilting to the side in confusion. Who else could they be talking about? Flynn’s dad? My uncles? Their faces were too guilty for it to be either of those options, though. The penny dropped a moment later. “Winston?” I surmised.

      When no one replied, I knew I’d hit the nail on the head. He’d never told me outright what part he’d played in this mess, but I knew he’d been involved. Considering what I’d done, I couldn’t exactly judge.

      They’d made me the star of a sex tape.

      I’d tried to kill my ex.

      Yup, I kind of won the ‘dangerous to society’ badge.

      “In all honesty,” Blake began, pausing until I looked at him. “We would still be tormenting you because that was the task ACP gave us. We, as in everyone who is a member of ACP, are all working to bring the Gildermanns down. You were just a first step, a way to undermine their authority, and you’ve seen what they can do if they are unhappy with something.”

      Didn’t take much to figure out he was talking about the child porn that had been hidden away on one of their phones.

      I nodded, thinking for a while before I divulged, “I’m sorry I hurt your friend, and I’m sorry that you’re all mixed up with ACP, but I’d do it again. A lesson needed to be taught and the justice system wouldn’t have done it, not to someone like Mat.”

      I shook my head and thought about the cases I’d heard in the news over the last few years. White, usually middle to upper class boys, being let off the hook for rape, assault, or any number of things because they came from a good family, or they had their whole future ahead of them, or it was just ‘one bad decision.’

      It all made me sick, physically nauseated to think that the crime of rape, assault, or even invasion of privacy could be perpetrated without repercussions.

      That was why I had to do it.

      Mat would never have gone to jail. Hell, charges probably wouldn’t have even been filed because I’d be accused of being melodramatic or something similar.

      All I wanted, when I planned my revenge, was for him to think twice about how he treated women. I didn’t want him back, didn’t even want to punish him for cheating on me, but I did want to punish him for betraying me. I’d known he’d get hurt, had even hoped for worse, but the way he’d gone flying off that cliff? Well, that had been more than I’d wished for.

      Talk about going out with a bang.

      Jesus, I really was a sociopath.

      “Can’t say I’m not freaked out, Briar,” Flynn admitted, seeming to tap into my train of thought. “But you know we’ve killed… seems like we’ve all got blood on our hands.”

      Lennox grunted. “Hated Mat, anyway. Not like it’s much of a waste.”

      Blake nudged him in the side. “Shut up. It’s…” He winced. “Briar, we can’t go around hurting people who betray us.”

      I snorted. “Wanna bet?”

      He sighed. “Okay, well, if what’s going on between us is going to be a thing, how about we say that such decisions have to be communal?”

      Because that sounded good to me—that we were going to become a thing—I nodded. Then, deciding it was wise to change the subject, I focused on something else. “What are you going to do about your phones?” I inquired, watching as Flynn and Blake began loading their plates up with food.

      That they were thinking with their stomach, I took as a good sign.

      “I can fix it when I get back to my place. The files were added to the phones before we ever got them, so getting them off should be fairly easy so long as it doesn’t trigger any background programs to start running, but I’ll do a full diagnostic and make sure we get everything. I should also go over any tablets and laptops ACP gave us,” Lennox explained, directing the last part to Flynn and Blake.

      “Can’t they just put it on your phones again?” I questioned uneasily.

      “Nah, I’ll make it password protected and only we will have the password, so it’ll be completely private. That means I’ll have to manually perform updates on the software, but that’s not a big deal,” he finished with a rush, but his brow was cocked my way when he saw I was studying him.

      Maybe I was looking at him weird or something, but Lennox was sexy when he talked tech. The passion, inquisitiveness, and knowledge that shone from his eyes was captivating. Plus, he had this habit of pulling on his lower lip when he was deep in concentration, which only made me want to bite it.

      When he was done with his explanation, the three of them tucked into their breakfasts and silence blanketed the table.

      I knew Blake was watching me pick at my food, so I wasn’t surprised when he tried to soothe me. “Mathieu was an asshole of the highest order, Briar. Did he deserve to fly off a cliff? Not in my opinion, but I’m glad I’m not being forced to hang around with him anymore,” Blake answered with a shrug.

      “I tolerated him because we had to, that’s it,” Lennox added.

      After a moment’s silence that felt like a storm was forming, the words burst forth from Flynn as he confessed, “I want you, Briar, always have since the first moment I saw you. I hated that Mat had you, that he was using you, that he was planning everything that was going to happen from the beginning of your relationship, and he was fucking happy about it.

      “The prospect of screwing you and screwing you over was one he gushed about before you two ever got serious. He never loved you no matter what he said, but I, for one, plan on showing you what real love is, because that’s what I want with you.

      “I’ve always wanted more than friendship or a random fuckfest, but until today, when I was faced with the idea of you going to prison, I wasn’t sure how much. Now, I know. I want it all. I want every dark secret you and your family have buried, not to use as leverage or anything like that, but because that’s how well I want to know you.

      “I want to be able to draw a map of the freckles on your body, to make you breakfast and coffee just the way you like it, to bring you flowers, and take you traveling all over the world. Whatever you want, I want to be able to give it to you. I sound like a fucking girl, but this is serious for me. You are serious to me, and I’ll be damned if I’m going to let anything happen to you on that cunt’s behalf.”

      Tears choked me. There was a tightness to my throat that I could only keep in check for so long before the tears started in earnest. I needed to go to Flynn so I pushed up and moved around the counter as quickly as I could, and threw my arms around his neck, before kissing him like it was going to go out of fashion.

      A dark chuckle escaped him, and against my lips, he murmured, “Briar, if you don’t stop then breakfast is going to have to move locations.”

      I pulled back and smiled at him, glancing at the others over his shoulder. “I—You’ve all become very important to me,” I finished lamely. The L-word was bubbling on my lips once more, but I was a once-bitten-twice-shy kind of girl, and I wasn’t going to say it first, not again. Alluding to it didn’t cut it for me either.

      Those three words mattered.

      “You’re important to us, too, Briar,” Lennox insisted, and I was burned by the intensity of what I made him feel which bubbled through his words.

      Blake looked at me with those gray eyes of his that were serious and could be so cruel if he wanted them to be. “You’re ours, but the three of us are yours as well. We’re a unit, we fight and deal with everything together, from secret porn on our phones to you trying to kill Mathieu.”

      A beep sounded, like his words were the trigger. I blinked then twisted around for the cellphone I’d left charging in here last night.

      When I picked it up and saw the email notification as well as the headline, my heart plummeted.

      “We need to update that to succeeded,” I rasped, sending them a look as I scanned the email. “Mathieu was taken off life support at ten yesterday morning. The Gildermann newsletter just went out honoring their fallen student.”

      The ensuing silence had a cold dread filling my stomach, and it shamed me to realize what they were thinking hurt me more than the thought that Mathieu was actually dead. That I’d murdered someone.

      Fuck.

      I didn’t want to lose my freedom, lose what I had found with these guys, however unusual and fledgling it may be. But yeah, it was official.

      I was a murderer.

      Christ.

      “Fuck,” Flynn muttered, as he pushed his hair out of his eyes, the blond locks tangling around his fingers as he did so.

      “Do you think they’ll reopen the investigation?” I asked, my voice small. I’d already fielded one round of interviews, thanks to what had happened, but I’d been lawyered up from the start.

      My family’s rep was about to take a beating. And what I’d done looked like a teddy bear’s picnic in comparison to the shit my uncles were involved in.

      “You weren’t caught before, nothing is going to change that, we won’t let anything happen to you,” Blake promised as the front door of the apartment opened.

      Winston walked in, clearly upset. I knew he’d been at ACP headquarters today for various meetings, none of which he’d been looking forward to. He looked between me and the guys and back to me again, taking in our expressions like he was a psychologist analyzing us, before he remarked, “They know, don’t they?”

      I gave him a single nod of confirmation.

      “Dammit, Briar!” Winston’s voice seemed to explode through the room.

      The guys were on their feet and moving in front of me like a shield before Winston could take another step.

      “We need to talk, in your laundry room, now,” he ordered, though his jaw was clenched and his mouth barely moved.

      I went to follow, but Blake’s arm shot out in front of me. “Maybe you should let him cool down a bit first?”

      “I trust him completely. If you’re worried then tag along,” I told him, as I maneuvered around his arm and followed Winston. Not one part of me was scared of him, and I realized how powerful my feelings were for him at that moment.

      The laundry room felt teensy with him in there, and when I walked in followed by Blake, Flynn, and Lennox, he glared at me. “I meant just you,” he growled at me.

      “I knew what you meant, but they know and I trust them. You all need to learn to trust each other. I don’t care what it takes, but I can’t keep playing mediator,” I snapped, suddenly feeling more tired than I had in a long time.

      “Fine,” Winston grumbled, shooting a warning glare over my head once more. “The last time I was at HQ, I found out your apartment had been bugged. I got rid of that shit, but, though I’ve been checking every day, they’ve managed to install some shit that’s been evading my trackers because Jacob presented the evidence of that to me today. Which, unfortu-fucking-nately, means they’ve just heard your confession, Briar.” I wasn’t surprised when he slammed his fist into the wall—hell, that was what I felt like doing myself.

      I’d just handed them the key to ruining me—I was going to jail. With my confession, there was no way even my uncles’ reach would protect me.

      “Len?” Blake prompted calmly.

      “On it,” he stated, before disappearing out of the door.

      “Why didn’t you tell me?” I whispered, leaning against the wall before I sank to the ground for the second time today.

      “Because I dealt with it. I thought they’d try to pull something similar, so I kept things monitored, but from the pictures I saw today?” He shrugged. “They managed to get in here again.”

      “We didn’t plant shit,” Flynn snarled, his hands bunching at his sides.

      “No one said you did,” I rasped, glowering at him. He immediately settled down, but he still stared at Winston like he was Hitler or something.

      “Do the cameras have sound?” Blake inquired.

      “No, but it’s likely,” Winston replied. “All I saw was a photo, but why waste the time of hiding cameras if you don’t have sound as well. My guess is they didn’t bug the laundry room.”

      “Your guess is wrong,” Len declared, coming back in with a dripping wet, and yet still somehow working, phone—how the hell that was possible was beyond me. He pushed between us until he was standing against the wall next to the dryer and tapped away at his phone. “There, that’s at least paused the recording.”

      “What are we going to do? I just handed ACP all the ammunition they need.” Panic seized my throat, and my voice sounded weird and croaky while my heart beat a salsa in my chest.

      “Quiet, just for a moment,” Len muttered, as he worked feverishly on his phone.

      We all obeyed, although Winston opened his mouth to speak a couple times, but with a subtle shake of my head, he closed it again, leaving whatever he’d been planning to say unspoken.

      “Okay,” Lennox said a few minutes later. “I can make deepfakes and release them. All of you saying different things in the same video they would use to incriminate you, while keeping the cameras that are here recording, but on a loop of preloaded footage.”

      “We can release the actual footage of Briar confessing as well, but tweak it so it looks like the other deepfakes,” Blake mused, nodding like everything Lennox had just said made sense.

      When it totally fucking didn’t.

      “You want to put a video out of me confessing to attempted murder?” I demanded, horrified by their suggestion.

      “Yeah, but there will also be videos of you confessing to believing in aliens, or confessing to wishing you were in the Bahamas, or still believing in Santa or whatever else we can come up with.

      “The media will become so clouded with the videos that no one will believe any of them. I can do this. It’s what I did my senior thesis on while I was at MIT. Plus, we have the forum—the website. It will just look like more bullying,” Lennox informed me, cool as a cucumber when I felt like I was melting.

      At least someone had a handle on this situation, right?

      

      
        
        ❖

        Winston

      

      

      Had more dismissive words ever been said?

      Briar seemed quite content to forgive these pricks, but I hadn’t, didn’t. I probably never would either, even if I was willing to indulge her in this peculiar need she had to be with these guys.

      Sure, I was a hypocrite. I’d hurt Briar as much as they had, and I was well aware what it said about her state of mind that she wanted a relationship with any of us at all.

      Did she believe there was safety in numbers? I wasn’t sure, didn’t particularly understand her reasoning, and I didn’t have to. Briar was her own woman, could do what she wanted, and if I wanted to be in her life then I had to accept a few distasteful facts.

      Briar’s pussy wasn’t made of gold, but to me it might as well have been. There was an irony to the fact that I’d gone this long without falling in love, and yet when I did fall hard, it was with a sociopathic killer who had ties to the mob, and whose family was more corrupt than the Camorra.

      It was hard to say that I picked a winner, but to me, I’d won. And big.

      Except for the fact that my woman wanted three other guys in our bed, I believed I’d done well for myself.

      Still, it was hard not to show my irritation at Lennox’s words. Hard because Briar looked at him like he’d helped the sun rise and set. I knew I’d have to work on my jealousy if this was ever going to work, because I didn’t intend on losing her now. Not when I was willing to burn every single bridge I had to be with her.

      I reached over and grabbed her shoulder, then murmured, “Briar, we have to move. What Lennox is suggesting isn’t enough. They have photos that tie you to the scene of the crime. You covered your face with the mask when you cut his brake lines, but they have footage of you in the taxi wearing the same clothes. The deepfakes might resolve this situation, but not that one.”

      Her eyes were huge in her beautiful face as she stared at me with confusion. But as her mouth quivered, I recognized just how fucking young she looked as she asked, “Move? Move where?”

      “Whether or not the false videos are enough of a distraction, it’s best to get you out of the country. We need to go somewhere you can’t be extradited. Whether you like it or not, whether he deserved it or not, Mathieu was the son of a prominent Canadian politician. If a new investigation is triggered by his death, then we need to act and act fast.”

      News of Mathieu’s death had been why I had left my meetings at HQ early.

      “What the fuck are you talking about, man?” Flynn rumbled, his tone belligerent. Hell, his body was belligerent too, what with the way his biceps were bulging with tension. He was half naked, as were the others, which was clue enough as to what the four of them had been doing, but I wasn’t jealous.

      Nope, not me.

      Who the fuck was I trying to kid?

      “I’m talking sense,” I snarled, my words laced with the powerful emotions she inspired in me.

      “Briar doesn’t have to go anywhere. She can stay here.”

      I shook my head at his idiocy. “Look, you guys might think your shit smells of perfume, but I don’t. And yeah, a lot of palms can be greased, but the family the organization is trying to take down is slowly going to lose its power.

      “The investigation might not start again this year, shit, it might not even be next year. But when the crap about the Gildermanns comes out, you can guarantee that Mathieu’s father is going to look into things again. I’ve already heard rumblings from Québec that he is unhappy with how the investigation went down. And he was right, wasn’t he? Right to doubt. ACP has had their people handling this from the very beginning, and—”

      “Exactly. ACP will handle this,” Blake insisted.

      “Why does that reassure you when you’ve been tasked with destroying the Gildermann reputation by any means possible? Briar going to prison for murder seems a surefire way of facilitating that.

      “Plus, the organization’s reach only extends so far. If you died tomorrow, and it was in suspicious circumstances, do you think your parents would give a fuck about you dying? Or would they be more bothered about the fact that they’ve lost their next heir—to both their fortunes and their seat on Alpha Chi Psi’s board?”

      The words were hard and Briar hissed at my cruelty, and then glowered at me. But they were the truth. These fuckers hadn’t had enough of the truth in their life, what with the silver spoons they’d had shoved in their faces, but they’d be getting it on a regular basis from me now. I didn’t have to appreciate them to put up with them for Briar’s sake.

      The silence that came in the wake of my question was telling, and it spoke of how they knew they mattered to the organization, not to their families.

      Flynn scrubbed a hand over his face. “My dad will handle it.”

      I heard his avoidance in his voice, and saw from the look Blake shot Lennox that he did too.

      “We’re burning bridges all around,” Blake warned hesitantly, his voice like gravel. “Winston’s right. ACP has no reason to protect her.”

      It was interesting that he used that analogy too, because it seemed like we were all willing to go to the wall for Briar.

      Flynn closed his eyes, then spun on his heel so he was faced away from us. His head bowed for a second, his shoulders thickening with tension. At his sides, his hands balled into fists as he grated out, “I want out of ACP.”

      “Don’t we all,” I snapped, not having expected him to say that, and irritated that this was his first thought. What was he, a kid? We didn’t have time for daddy issues. “But it’s like a tick. There’s no getting away from that bite once it’s poisoned your blood.” I scrubbed the back of my neck. “Trust me, I’ve been trying almost as long as you’ve been alive to get out.” Reaching over so I could squeeze Briar’s shoulder, I murmured, “ACP’s reach is phenomenal, but even they can’t get to places that don’t have agreements with America. Brazil will…”

      “Fuck Brazil, man!” Flynn exploded, spinning around to glare at me. “We aren’t going any-fucking-where.”

      “Winston,” Briar entreated.

      It was only for her sake that I shot her a look, then with a quelling glance at the younger man, stated, “Watch your mouth. I’m not the help. I’m not your lesser. I don’t give a shit about how much money you’ve got, because whatever you are and wherever you came from, you’re in this up to your eyeballs too. Just like we all are. We’ve all broken the same rules, we’ve all killed. Doesn’t matter how or why, what matters the most is what our next move is.

      “You’re thinking short-term, because you’re so fucking young that you’re stupid. If we stay here, we’ll get arrested. Shit is already going down with the Gildermanns, shit that’s put us all in danger.”

      “What do you mean?” Briar asked, her voice small.

      Because I didn’t mind her interrupting, I glanced at her and softened my voice as I said, “Your family is shored up by powerful people. Whether they’re on the right side of the law or the wrong, we all know that once you reach a certain level in this world, right and wrong isn’t always cut and dry.

      “The mafia has ties to places even ACP doesn’t. We’re going to be fucking with the wrong people, and the shit you did with Mathieu, well, it just complicates things even further.” When she began spluttering, I raised a hand. “Look, I’m not judging. We’ve all killed. That’s all on our consciences. And none of us are even sorry about what we’ve done, because if we gave a shit, we’d be in prison, serving sentences and living in a jail cell for the rest of our lives as penance. We’re not going to do that, are we?” I sent them withering glances, wanting to cut through the bullshit before I had to wade through any more.

      I did not intend to spend the rest of the day soothing everyone’s boo-boos. We had shit to do, shit that needed to be under way shortly.

      “Why do you keep raking up the past?” Lennox mumbled.

      “Because the past is what brought us to this moment, dumbass.” And they said this kid was a genius? Jesus Christ. “Look, whether you like it or not, you’re all soldiers just the same as me. Sure, you’d be getting a promotion soon enough with your family ties, but at the moment, I’ve been a soldier longer, and I understand the signs.”

      “What signs?” I inquired.

      “The signs of shit hitting the fan.”

      She swept her head from side to side. “No! We have things we need to do. I can’t just leave! I need to do something with my uncles. I can’t let those women—”

      “You’re not going to like me for this, Briar, but you need to face facts. Those women were a commodity. If you save them, you’re just condemning three more to a similar fate. You think those are the first ones your uncles have bought and slain? No. Of course not.

      “It sucks. It really does. And if it was down to me, you’d never have seen that, because there is jack shit you can do. You want to stop your family, but there’s no stopping them. The only way, the only thing that can stop them is ACP. And the truth of the matter is ACP is just as fucked up as your family. It’s its own mafia, but instead of Italian mobsters at the helm, there are rich motherfuckers like Brennan who rule the roost. They’ve brought mob links to a corporate level.

      “You have to face facts, love. There’s nothing you can do to save those women, to bring down your family, not if you want to save your own ass.”

      Laying it on the line, I had to admit I wondered where she’d go. Which step she’d take.

      She was a Gildermann, reared to expect somebody else to save her butt. Raised with the knowledge that she was better than everyone else. And even though her pride could be her downfall, and even though it might make me just as stupid as Flynn, I would do my best to save said ass because it was mighty fine, and I couldn’t wait to tap it.

      She stared at me as frustration bubbled through her veins. She was cute when she was angry, and I was well aware that such a statement was worthy of a knee to the balls, but it was the truth.

      “Please.”

      Whatever I expected, it wasn’t that.

      Entreaty.

      “Please, what?” I queried, uncertain about what her intentions were. What she was asking for.

      “I can live with what I did to Mathieu. He deserved it. The world isn’t black and white, I know that. If it was, I wouldn’t have to bring my uncles to justice. There wouldn’t need to be some kind of weird secret society to take down my family, not after what they allowed to happen to my parents. Their own flesh and blood. But, no matter what happens to me, I can’t let those women down.” Her eyes fluttered closed and she clenched down so hard that the lids bled white. “Please, I’m many things, and with the right people I’m even a liar, but please don’t make me a liar where they’re concerned.”

      “What do you want to do?” I asked her softly. “You obviously have something in mind. Now isn’t the time to hold back.”

      “We need to do something that will tarnish them forever.”

      “Tarnish you?” I questioned. “Your uncles, or ACP?”

      She shook her head, her hand waving in front of her as though she was trying to express herself with her body, but wasn’t sure how to do so. I watched as her fists curled inward then out, until she finally whispered, “If I could take both down, I would. But ACP doesn’t want to be president, my uncle does. We need to destroy his reputation, destroy all their reputations, and take them out like the dogs they are.”

      “You’re talking assassination?”

      “No,” she argued. “They don’t deserve that. All they deserve is a character assassination, and then a miserable death after what they’ve done to the women they caged like animals.”

      “We could get flights to Brazil tonight,” I reasoned with her. “We can start a new life, you can do whatever you want to do, all of us can go there and be fresh, new. Free from the taint of ACP.”

      “After. We can do that after. I can’t leave those women there… It may already be too late for them, and you’re right, what about the next set? What about the next girls that they are going to hurt?” She shook her head. “I can deal with Mathieu’s ghost haunting me, because I can flip him the bird whether he’s real or not.

      “Those women? They didn’t deserve that. They didn’t deserve to be treated like beasts by my uncles. They didn’t deserve to be caged by men who aren’t good enough to shake their hands. Please, don’t make me a liar, Winston,” she repeated, her torment bleeding into every word.

      A part of me felt sure I could deny her, could ignore her words because her safety was more important than the moral high ground. Sure, that may make me a bastard, but I’d done far worse in the past. ACP and the army had seen to that.

      But, God help me, I couldn’t ignore her when she moved into my space, her body brushing against mine, her hands coming up to my shoulders to cup them. She slid her hands over to my throat then moved higher so she could hold my jaw in her palms. She didn’t make a move to kiss me, didn’t surge on her tiptoes to entice me with those fuckable lips. Instead, she broke my heart with her eyes, let me see the pain deep within those beautiful orbs, and whispered again, “Please.”

      And call me pussy whipped, but I had no choice, no choice whatsoever, other than to do as she wished.
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      “Have you scrubbed the phones clean?”

      I shot Winston a glance. “Of course. It was the first thing I did.”

      Anger settled deep within me at the things I’d seen buried within the cell phones ACP had given us. I hadn’t seen much, thank God. But thumbnails were enough. Fuck, they were too much. Those images would supersede even the memories of my first kill.

      I wanted to slaughter whoever had implanted that data onto our phones, but mostly, I wanted to hunt down the bastards who hurt kids and make them pay for what they’d done.

      Vengeance was my watchword. I never thought it was. Had always thought knowledge mattered most to me. It was one of the reasons why I hadn’t minded working for ACP. I’d prefer to be in the know, even if that ‘know’ was bittersweet. With knowledge came power, after all, but now? Now, I realized that ACP and Briar were changing me.

      I was no longer the kid who liked hacking for fun, who got off on understanding the engineering capabilities of anything remotely mechanical.

      I was changing, evolving into the man I’d been born to be.

      I just wasn’t sure if I liked that man.

      “Did you have anything to do with that?”

      I wasn’t sure where the question came from, but I had to ask.

      Winston shook his head. “That shit isn’t my department. But I’ve heard about it before. There’s probably some on my phone. I bet it’s standard practice for those bastards. It’s their bargaining chip, their way of making sure we never leave the fold.”

      I held up my hand. “Give it to me and I will erase it from yours as well.”

      For a second, he hesitated because trust wasn’t exactly a thing between us, but then his hand slipped into his jacket pocket and he retrieved his cell. When he passed it over to me, I nodded at him, then hooked up the device to my computer.

      We were in my bedroom at the suite in the hotel my family owned. Winston and I were working together today, merging into a team to help Briar, to give her what she needed before we could make sure there were no repercussions over what she’d done with Mathieu.

      We’d checked this place for cameras and bugs before we’d started, and I’d already managed to delete the images of her from ACP’s server, after having buried my actions in a piece of code called a logic bomb. But, and it was a huge but, though I could delete it from there, I couldn’t delete copies that had been printed off.

      Still, that had been on yesterday’s to-do list. Today’s was another matter entirely.

      “Did she seem off to you this morning?” Winston asked quietly, his gaze on the laptop on his lap. He was hunting down information, information that even I didn’t know how to trace. While I was curious, wanted to learn, my focus was better spent elsewhere.

      “About what?”

      “Why she’s being weird with me.”

      “That could have something to do with what we’re going to do,” I reasoned. I had spent all morning getting recordings of her saying different sentences. It wasn’t strictly necessary for the deepfake to work, but it helped cut down on the workload for me.

      We had one of her complaining about aliens and describing her love for them, one of her confessing to cheating on an exam, one of her talking about how she wanted to be a movie star, even one of her confessing to finding the dean of GA attractive. We covered all different bases and all different topics, anything I could think of.

      Now, I had her face pulled up on my computer and was zoomed way in on the security footage I’d managed to get a copy of from the access I had to ACP’s files. Even with this black and white footage that was slightly grainy, she was beautiful. A queen among peasants.

      I must have been staring longer than I thought, because Winston interrupted my thoughts when he commented, “Stunning, isn’t she?”

      “Yeah,” I replied, my voice sounding rough to my own ears. I had never thought that someone like Briar would be into me, let alone into me, Blake, and Flynn at the same time. Sharing was what we did, with everything, and I didn’t want to give that up, to sacrifice part of our friendship for a girl, but I had never been sure if the others felt the same way.

      The program I’d written for my thesis began mapping the recordings I’d taken that morning to the footage from the hidden camera, and I caught Winston watching. “Wait till you see it when it’s done,” I told him. “My software creates some of the most believable deepfakes out there.” I was proud of my accomplishments at MIT, so sue me.

      “Why’d you create it?” Winston queried, a slight sneer on his face that made my annoyance rise.

      “Because if I didn’t, someone else would. Besides, the tech is out there already, whether we like it or not. The U.S. is actually way behind when it comes to cyber security and laws. If I can help push us forward, help us catch up with other countries, why shouldn’t I?”

      “It’s putting garbage out there that the public can’t tell apart from the real thing though. Why make it so easy for Joe Schmo to be manipulated?” he asked, sounding angrier than he had a moment ago.

      “Like I said, the tech is already out there. I’m not an inventor, I just see patterns and can push things to the next level.”

      “Is that what you’re doing with Briar? Trying to push her to the next level?” he demanded.

      I’d had enough. If I didn’t confront this now, then I knew my temper would get the better of me later, and I had no doubt that he would win in a fistfight. I wasn’t Blake or Flynn, I didn’t grow up letting my aggression out through violence.

      “What’s your problem with me, man? I didn’t ask to be born into this life, I’m just trying to make the best of it.”

      “Make the best of it?” he scoffed. “What, like you’re suffering here?” he sneered, waving his hands around to indicate the room around us.

      “You have no idea what my life has been like, so don’t judge it until you’ve walked in my shoes,” I snarled at him.

      “Right, ‘cause your life is so hard, going to your fancy Academy and being ACP’s puppet.”

      I exploded out of my chair, barely holding myself back from hitting him. “You want to know why I’m living in a hotel room? Because my parents can’t stand me. They wanted someone more like Flynn or Blake, but my childhood was empty, devoid of affection of any kind, so I taught myself to code, threw myself into schoolwork when that was available, and generally used anything I could to distract myself from being the unwanted son.

      “You said it yourself, my parents wouldn’t give a shit if I died, except for the fact that I wouldn’t be there to be one of ACP’s minions or to be the ‘spare’ who can run the family business if my brother and his son die before me.

      “They haven’t given a shit about me or my brother since we were born. We were abandoned with nannies and chefs and staff that knew better than to do anything to interfere with my parents’ plans. The minute one of the nannies got too close, they would send her away, claiming that she was disrupting their parenting style, because she gave me a fucking hug.

      “I love tech because it’s always there, it’s not going anywhere, just like I won’t unless Briar asks me to. She’s a fucking goddess in a pigsty right now, and it’s my job to get her out, so if you’re done questioning me, soldier, then I’ll get back to work.”

      My chest was heaving from the outburst and Winston looked shocked. It was the most I’d said at one time for as long as I could remember. His wide eyes glanced back down at his laptop and stayed there until I sat down and began working on the videos again.

      It was a little while later when he said, “Sorry, man. No one should have to grow up like that.”

      I flinched as though he’d hit me, but I muttered, “I’m assuming your parents loved you?” When he nodded, I just said, “Well, you’re the lucky one here.”

      We sat in silence for a long time while I tweaked the video and sound so they matched up better than what the program was doing.

      When, after a while, Winston started talking, I ignored him and kept tapping away on the keyboard, until I really listened to what he was saying.

      “My parents worked their asses off to get us into the fanciest schools they could, and I should have been grateful, but I resented them because that all stopped where college was concerned and I needed their help the most.

      “I got in on a scholarship, but I busted my knee and it was rescinded. They didn’t offer to help me then, because we were supposed to take responsibility of our lives by that point, and that’s why I joined ACP—I had no alternative.

      “I was promised the chance to finish my degree, debt-free, and also, the promise that I might even be able to help my country. As soon as they asked me to join the Army, I knew I would never be anything more than an expendable grunt to them, though. Just a pawn to move around a chessboard I couldn’t even see.

      “It’s why I—Why Briar is so important to me. She’s what I was looking for all this time. I never expected to have to share her with three guys who are so far above me in the ranks it’s a joke, but I’m willing to because she’s worth it. I’d give up everything for her, move to Ecuador or Mozambique or Montenegro. I don’t give a shit, I just want her to be safe.”

      His words resonated, and paved the way for something other than distrust to form between us. “You and me both, man. Running is a sure-fire way to draw attention to her though, and now my lawyers have confirmed that her trust is beyond airtight, she needs to finish school at Gildermann or she’ll lose it all.

      “You want her to lose all that money? For it to go to her uncles? Let’s at least try this, and if it doesn’t work then we’ll run, because no matter what Briar decides, we are all with her. We are all willing to throw everything away to keep her safe and stay with her.”

      “Even Flynn and Blake?” Winston inquired skeptically.

      “Especially them. I’ve never been more disgusted by anything than what ACP had us do to her, and what I found on our phones. Make no mistake, bringing her uncles down is step one, getting Briar safe is step two, then for me, personally? Step three is taking out ACP, or at the very least, weakening them,” I stated, venom spilling into my words, although it was no longer directed at the man sitting next to me.

      The ding that sounded from my computer let me know the first video had rendered completely and was ready for final approval. “Check it out,” I told Winston as I hit play.

      We both sat in silence as we watched the footage I’d created. The woman who was changing our lives’ mouth moved along with the words, with only the slightest glitch that was only noticeable if you were looking for it. When Briar quit proclaiming the virtues of aliens and how she truly believed they were real, I turned to Winston, just in time to see his wide eyes return to normal.

      “Impressive, I would have believed she was actually saying it if I didn’t know better,” he admitted reluctantly.

      “Now we just need to schedule the upload and we’ll be on our way,” I said, pleased with how the video turned out. The tricky one was going to be the real thing, editing it just enough to make it look fake. I could do it, but I couldn’t deny that it made me nervous. There was a lot at stake here, and Briar’s safety was my priority.
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      I was sitting in class, waiting, endlessly goddamn waiting, and it was driving me insane. The guys had already pulled their stunt for the morning by accidentally spilling water all over my shirt, but I wasn’t bothered. It was all a stupid game, one that was about to take a dramatic turn.

      My pen clicked almost uncontrollably in my fingers while I tried to listen to the professor talk, it had earned me a few glares from him already, but I couldn’t stop it. I needed the bell to ring so I could go to lunch and play my part of being surprised when the stupid website was updated. I was nervous because I didn’t know which video they were going to upload first. All I knew was that it wouldn’t be the real one, or I guess, the slightly edited one.

      When the bell rang, I practically ran out of the room toward the cafeteria. I grabbed some food and hustled over to the table where I usually sat with Angela, managing to arrive before her for once. The surprised expression on her face was worth it as I watched her walk over to the table, looking concerned at my presence.

      “Who are you and what have you done with my best friend?” she teased with a smile as she sat down.

      “I was hungry.” I shrugged by way of an excuse, as I took a giant mouthful of pizza. I wasn’t hungry at all, but I needed a reason to be there that early or Angela would be suspicious.

      “Well, at least your appetite is coming back,” she commented with a chuckle.

      “And then some,” I replied once I swallowed the mouthful, grateful that she was talking to me and wasn’t blanking me outright.

      “You, uh, you got the newsletter, right?” she inquired, keeping her eyes on her food.

      “Yeah.” My voice sounded choked. “I can’t believe it.”

      “Me either. Do you want to go to the funeral?” she queried.

      “I don’t think anyone would want me there,” I replied, the pizza turning sour in my stomach as I groused, “They all still think I killed him. You can totally go if you want though, don’t hold yourself back because of me.”

      “I’ll think about it. Funerals aren’t exactly a derby party, you know?”

      “True story,” I muttered with a sigh as my phone vibrated.

      When the same thing happened throughout the cafeteria, I knew it was an update from the website.

      The first video had gone live.

      I tapped at my phone screen, unlocked it, and followed the link that had been sent. Of course, they started with the aliens. I should have known better.

      I could hear myself echoed throughout the cafeteria talking about how I loved their big green heads and I wanted to be abducted for anal probing one day. My jaw dropped open as a blush raced up my cheeks.

      “What the fuck is that?” Angela asked, as she watched over my shoulder.

      “I have no idea,” I responded, the lie bitter on my tongue. “I hate aliens, they freak me out.”

      “I know, but why is there a video of you talking about how much you love them?” she pushed, not necessarily directing the question at me, just more out of a general curiosity. “Also, why are those three sitting at your kitchen counter?”

      “I called them over to try and discuss a truce,” I grumbled. More bitterness. “Didn’t work though, as you can see, oh and they managed to spill water all over me this morning, which was wonderful.”

      She winced and, surprising the hell out of me, offered, “You know, if you ever need to get away or something, we could do a girls trip. Go to Maui or the Maldives somewhere where the trouble won’t follow us.”

      “That sounds divine, but I can’t run. If I started I feel like I’d never stop,” I admitted, plastering a sad smile on my face. My words had a double meaning that she’d never understand.

      My phone buzzed again and there was a text from Winston. All it said was, “I’ve found it.” Whatever scavenger hunt he’d taken himself on had finally come to an end with him apparently finding what he was looking for.

      “Everything okay?” Angela queried.

      “Yeah, Winston just found a bracelet I thought I’d lost.” More lies.

      I couldn’t wait for this all to be over. I just needed to weather the storm that these videos were going to create and find a way out of the rules of my inheritance. At least once that was done, I could get the hell out of dodge before the house of cards I’d been building with the guys came crashing down around me.

      Two guys walked up to us, pulling the green recycling trash bags over their heads as they did so. Large eyeholes were cut out, along with slits where noses would be, and an opening for their mouths as well.

      “We come in peace, take us to your vagina,” one of them intoned in a weird, distorted voice, while the other cracked up at their joke.

      “I’ve lost my appetite,” I announced, as I picked up the tray and took it over to the return before hurrying out of the cafeteria with those two weirdo alien guys following me.

      “Whoa there, little alien lover, what’s got you running away?” Flynn sneered at me, but the emotion in his eyes was almost the exact opposite of what was on the rest of his face.

      The two guys pushed through the cafeteria doors then, bags still over their heads as they followed me. I jerked my chin at them, and moved past Flynn toward Blake who was a few feet behind him.

      I heard Flynn say, “Joke’s over now boys. Why don’t you scurry home to your moms so they can cut the crusts of your sandwiches and wipe your ass for you, huh?”

      Grumbles followed, but when I looked over my shoulder they were retreating, and the bags were gone from their heads.

      “Thanks,” I breathed as Flynn walked up to me.

      “Anything for you, Briar,” he replied quietly, sincerely.

      Where Flynn and the rest were concerned, though I wished it weren’t so, my doubts were still there. Sometimes, when I looked into his eyes, he bled sincerity. It was almost discomforting to see. Flynn was not the kind of guy to wear his heart on his sleeve, but with me? He did, and I wanted to believe in that. Truly, I did. But what he’d done to me, what his fraternity had done to me, it made it difficult to believe. Made trust hard, but I was getting there, and that was all I could ask for at the moment. Crap, it was all he could ask for.

      Rome was not built in a day.

      “See you later?” he asked, his voice soft, intimate now, and it made me shiver. Made the hairs on the back of my neck stand on end.

      I licked my lips, because the power he had over me and my body was a distinct reminder of why I’d let him into my heart, my body, when anyone else would probably think I was just crazy.

      Maybe I was exactly that, because I nodded and turned away from him, heading toward my next class with Trinton. It killed me that I hadn’t been able to throw him to the dean, but considering everything that was happening? It was the least of my worries.

      He left me the hell alone, thank God, which made me wonder which, if any, of the guys had had a word with him. There was a definite reason he avoided me like the plague through those miserable two hours.

      The class dragged on, and as I sat there in misery, surrounded by people I hated, in a place that stank of supercilious hypocrisy, I wondered why I was doing this.

      Sure, the trust fund insisted that I graduate from this college, but hell, I had my mother’s fortune. Did I really need the Gildermann’s trust fund?

      My entire life had changed since the sex tape had been published. I wanted to say that it had all been for the worse, but it hadn’t. Just most of it. I’d learned some hard truths, truths I preferred to know, preferred to be aware of, rather than kept in the dark.

      Uncle Royce said that family was everything, had always preached that at me when he’d made me do something that was against my wishes, but worked in the family’s favor, and yet he’d slaughtered my parents. Thought nothing of whoring me out.

      I’d learned since the sex tape that I was just as devious as the rest of my family, so maybe I should spend the rest of my life rotting in a jail cell, but if that was going to happen, I’d prefer to do so for a good reason rather than ridding the world of scum like Mathieu.

      In that boring classroom, surrounded by people who hated me, I processed what we were doing, and realized we were getting nowhere fast.

      There was a futility to our actions, I recognized. We were trying to stop a snowball that had already gained far too much momentum from going downhill. No matter how hard the five of us tried to stop it, it felt like it was too late. This had been years in the making, and our interference wasn’t going to do anything unless we took things to drastic measures.

      Part of me recognized that the only way to go about this was to do what I’d only thought about a few days ago, but had pushed aside as I explained my interactions with Mathieu on the day of his accident.

      There was only one way to rid the country of the problem that was a future Gildermann president, and that was to take them out of the picture entirely.

      Hell, we needed to make this a preemptive strike against what was, essentially, the Gildermann problem.

      I said as much to the guys later on that evening, when they all showed up after six. Winston opened the door begrudgingly, but he gave them brisk nods before he moved back to the kitchen where we’d been eating. When I saw them, I jerked my chin at the stove and told them, “Feel free to help yourselves.”

      From the way their eyes lit up, you’d think they never ate, didn’t have access to a five-star restaurant and a chef that was on twenty-four-hour room service.

      As they served themselves, the only sounds in the apartment were that of cutlery and plates clattering.

      They were content to talk about how well Lennox’s plan was going, and while that was very reassuring, part of me had become fatalistic. With the threat of exposure hanging over me, I felt like if I was going to be exposed at all, I wanted it to be worthwhile.

      One life sentence meant jail time. Three life sentences? I’d never walk around freely ever again, but there was no way I could let men like my uncle into the White House.

      No way, no how.

      Many wouldn’t think it a huge sacrifice, but many didn’t understand how the world worked.

      Hell, I hadn’t until recently, and I was more on the front line than most ever knew.

      I’d had intimate suppers with governors from states all over the nation. My uncle had the current president’s number—his private one, mind—in his directory. My family rubbed shoulders with people who were only reported in the news. That was my life, my world.

      I still hadn’t understood, hadn’t truly garnered how corrupt things were. But, I did now.

      And after I listened to the others applaud Lennox’s software, I told them what I believed needed to happen.

      “You don’t know what you’re saying,” Blake argued.

      Winston snorted. “You still haven’t learned yet, have you, kid? Briar knows exactly what she’s saying. Whether it’s crazy or not.”

      Blake’s hand tightened around his fork as he glowered at Winston. Before he could argue, hell, before they could argue, I grumbled, “No bickering at the table. There’s no point. Lennox, I appreciate what you’ve done, truly. I even think it will work. But if it doesn’t, and if ACP is going to hold that against me as well? I prefer to—”

      “Prefer to what?” Lennox snapped. “Become a murderer again? You want to kill your uncles, Briar. That isn’t a walk in the park, you know? What happened with Mathieu, that was an aberration, but this is premeditated. That changes shit.”

      “Was it?” I asked somberly. “If you’d seen me that night, if you’d seen how my brain was processing things, you’d know it wasn’t too difficult for me to come to that decision. I watched a video on brakes, Lennox. Watched it on a VPN so it couldn’t be tied to my account. If that isn’t premeditated, I don’t know what is.

      “I was angry, but more than that, I was mortified. Matthieu had ruined me. Hell, he’d ruined me at that point and I never even imagined what was coming my way in the aftermath. This? With my uncles? There’s no other way. You have to see that,” I urged.

      When Flynn released a husky breath, I cut him a look. In his eyes, I saw the truth. He was just as much a realist as I was, and he understood what I was saying, recognized the truth of it. “She’s right.”

      Though it was a strange kind of support, I appreciated it nonetheless.

      “What she’s wanting to do, it’s crazy,” Lennox snapped as he slammed the glass he’d raised to his lips down on the table before he could take a sip. The glass smashed against the marble top, but he didn’t seem to notice. Didn’t even flinch at the crash. As shards spread across the table as quickly as the water did, he didn’t take his eyes off me, and I sensed how desperately he wanted to change my mind.

      But there was no changing what I knew to be fact.

      “We have to do this,” I told him softly. “I don’t want to do it. I really, truly don’t. But you have to see that they’re too far ahead in the game. They’re only going to try to use me in ways I’m not willing to be used. And then there are the girls they’ve enslaved. Who knows how long they have left? Soon, the campaign is going to take off, and they’re going to be more in the public eye than ever. At least now, things are still kind of in the background.”

      Lennox shook his head, but Blake asked, “How do you want to do it?”

      “I will need your help.”

      Lennox hissed out a breath. “You want me to help you destroy your life?”

      Blake’s fist appeared out of nowhere, and as it connected with Lennox shoulder, he jerked, almost falling off his seat with the ferocity of the punch. “Shut up, dickhead,” Blake snapped. “She wants our help, not just yours. Since when were you judge, jury, and executioner? We’ve all got blood on our hands, and even though I don’t want Briar involved in this, just as much as you don’t, she has an inside reach that we don’t have. Plus, this is a sacrifice I think is worth making. Do you really want some prick like Robert Gildermann in the White House? With Royce as an advisor?”

      “I don’t want anything to do with it,” Lennox stated, and in his face, his features were crumpled with such misery that I had no choice but to get out of my seat, round the table, and approach him. Before he could argue, I slipped on to his lap, and threaded my arms around his waist as I pressed my forehead to his.

      Lennox was the quietest of the guys, probably the one I knew the least, and yet somehow, he resonated with me on base level. He was quiet and intelligent. At first, when he’d bullied me, I thought that was spite and malice. I now recognized that he genuinely hadn’t known what to do and had been playing a role that was uncomfortable for him. That was a factor I could only be grateful for. He was awkward in his own skin, because that skin made it so he had to belong to the Alpha Chi Psi, an ancient brotherhood that had far-reaching powers that were more than he could handle.

      More than anything, he was an inventor. A creator, not a destroyer.

      With that in mind, I said to him, “I have to do this.”

      A hand came down on my shoulder and I didn’t need to turn my head to see who it was, so when Winston spoke, I wasn’t surprised. “We all need to do this.”

      I swallowed as I looked into his eyes, and saw that I had his backing. Somehow, that made me feel better. Flynn agreed, Winston did too, and the way Blake had defended me said he was on board as well. But we needed Lennox. His gift with computers was something we just couldn’t afford to be without.

      As I thought about how to convince him that I was correct, that we had no choice but to do this, he whispered, “After this, can we please leave ACP?”

      His plea felt like one a child would ask of his mother. But he was not my son and I was not his mother.

      “That’s not down to me,” I replied gently, cupping his cheek to try to take the sting of my words away. “You’re the ones who insist that when you’re in the spider’s web there’s no escape.”

      He closed his eyes and released a shaky breath. Once again, his sorrow transmitted itself to me, and I tightened my arms around him. I hated to see him like this. Hated it so damn much. But I was the source of his current pain and there was nothing I could do about that.

      We had two murders to plot, and though I knew things could end badly—shit, it was more than likely—I didn’t intend on spending the rest of my life in jail. I’d make that sacrifice, was going into this knowing the likelihood of it, but I’d do what I could to avoid it.

      All that mattered was the fact that my uncles were about to get their just desserts, and they had no idea it was their niece who would be serving it to them.
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      While every ounce of her spoke of her resolve, I still had to ask, “You really are sure about this, aren’t you?” Because, shit, this wasn’t like baking a fucking cake, or even deciding to cheat on your SATs. This was murder, and before the crap hit the fan, I wanted to make sure she was still down for this before the situation became impossible to repair.

      She cocked a brow at me. “I’ve never been surer of anything in my life.”

      Her words should have inspired confidence in me, but they didn’t. Well, okay, they did to a certain extent, but I was still edgy.

      When I looked at her, it was easy to see the society babe that was the image she’d always presented. Before, during, or after the sex tape, that had never changed. She was a socialite, a debutant, a woman who was made to stand beside a man, to look beautiful as she decorated his arm.

      Even though I knew she was capable of so much more, she’d been trained and reared this way.

      We all were.

      Sure, men didn’t attend finishing schools, spend semesters in Switzerland as they learned how to properly hold a dinner party, as they discussed the appropriate seating arrangements of a president beside a ruined, billionaire financial adviser. But we had our own lessons to learn, our own initiations, and they weren’t all revolving around ACP.

      Being rich came with responsibilities that weren’t reported in the National Enquirer.

      This wasn’t a tale of poor, little rich boys and girls, it was just fact. With money came power, that was sure, but there also came duties that few would ever wish for.

      I blew out a breath as I watched her adjust her tits in the outfit she wore. Even beneath the slutty dress, with its ass-high hem and the slit that revealed almost all of her breasts, I saw Briar. She bled blue, and that was evident for anyone with a brain to see.

      I guess we had to be grateful her uncles had expensive tastes in hookers, because if they’d gone for the street whores, there was no way Briar would ever have passed for anyone like that. The fine bone china of her skin, the expensive wig she wore, even the shitty dress, was expensive. She looked like the class act she was, but I had to admit, she would have fooled me. Knowing her uncles, knowing how self-obsessed they were, I highly doubted they’d see anything other than their niece’s tits and ass in a dress that exposed both to perfection.

      Gritting my teeth at the thought of her being pawed by that scum, even though I registered the importance of what she was about to do, I was still uneasy because the Gildermanns were bastards, to their core, and there were a few things that could go wrong tonight.

      Lennox had taken part in most of the machinations within this plot, his skills helping us embed Briar where she needed to be to perfectly construct her family’s annihilation. She’d explained the idea behind tonight’s plan to us on the same night she’d stated her intentions.

      Did it bother me that she was devious? That she was capable of coming up with a murder plot? No, not really. Behind those pretty eyes, there was a darkness that lived in all of us. We’d embraced ours a long time ago, had to before it could swallow us whole. Briar, somehow, managed hers. She had morals, morals that enabled her to hide the monster away when pleasant company was around, then release it when necessary.

      She’d never said it, but I had a feeling that Mathieu was her first, but maybe he wasn’t. Maybe she’d done something else in the past.

      Did I want to know?

      If I did, it would open me up to questions I didn’t want to answer either. Sometimes, things were better left buried in the past.

      The first port of call in the plan had involved Lennox hacking into a popular escort agency’s website. We had discovered the escort agency’s details when Lennox had been looking through Robert Gildermann’s account back when we’d been looking for an in, and had been trying to avoid ruining Briar’s rep.

      Robert was a fervent customer of ‘Sugar and Spice’ Agency, and once Lennox had hacked the site, he made it so Briar, posing as Cherry, was a girl who was new to the books.

      Robert’s use of the agency followed a strict pattern—he always visited after a trip to DC—and we used that to our advantage as it allowed us to plan our next steps.

      Once Briar was in Robert’s hotel room, she was going to poison him and plant evidence against Royce. We were all set, we just had to let Briar do her thing, only I didn’t want to. The thought of Robert catching her had been hounding me day and night, ever since she explained the plan to us.

      I couldn’t help but feel like she was holding back, like there was a puzzle piece she wasn’t willing to share with the rest of the class. It was too late now though. We were here, in a creepy, white paneled van that looked more like it should belong to Dexter than anyone else, and as Briar went to open the back doors, the thought that she’d be up there alone was too much.

      My hands reached out and pulled her close. I didn’t know why I was so scared, why my nerves were jangling around inside me like a middle schooler learning to play an instrument, but I knew what I needed to say.

      “Come back to us, come back to me,” I whispered, as my hands cupped her face and I looked her in the eye before kissing her thoroughly. Whatever was going down tonight, I needed her to know how important she was to me.

      I wanted to say more, wanted to let her know she was coming to mean the world to me, but the words were jammed in my throat. Instead, I imbued it in the kiss. Let that tell her how I felt, what she meant to me.

      When I let her go, I knew I had just pushed this, us, into more serious territory, but I wasn’t going to apologize for it. She looked a little dazed as she got out of the van, and though I had been careful not to kiss her in a way that would mess up her lipstick, I saw her grab the little mirror from her purse and check her makeup, just as the door swung shut and blocked her from my view.

      “That’s a good color on you,” Flynn teased with a chuckle, and my mind was so fucking blown with terror for Briar that I didn’t even smack the fucker.

      

      
        
        ❖

        Briar

      

      

      My uncle hadn’t even registered that it was me who was there. His eyes had been glued to my tits and ass, just as I knew they would be, and it made poisoning him altogether too easy.

      If women came without heads, then I was fairly sure my Uncle Robert would have been the type of man who didn’t care, as long as they had a pussy, tits, and an ass that he could fuck. To say that my uncle was a crude man would be a vast understatement, which made it fitting that he thought he could be the president.

      The poison had been easy to slip into his drink, all I had to do was play the nervous first-timer card and he not only offered me whatever was in the mini fridge, but asked me to pour him one too as he started to slip out of his robe. His drink just so happened to get a little extra kick, one that was enough to have him sleeping like a baby while I did what needed to be done and framed Royce.

      I dug in my purse for the syringe I’d stolen from the biology department. The thing was massive, but the research I’d done in the local public library the other day suggested that I needed at lease a one-hundred-millimeter syringe to get the job done, and even then I should fill it multiple times. Who knew it would take so much damn air to kill someone?

      I wasn’t exactly looking forward to this part, I mean, it wasn’t like I was going to take pleasure in killing my uncle. I also wasn’t looking forward to having to touch him and his nasty, oily skin which was overly saturated with cologne and cigar smoke. Blurgh.

      Even more fitting, Uncle Robert looked like he belonged in the mafia. He was large in all ways and had greasy, jet-black hair he kept slicked back with way too much product, as well as a double chin that jiggled when he talked. He also had plenty of scars and moles and freckles to cover what I was about to do, but that wasn’t the point. I needed it to be off, needed it to be noticeable, so that Royce would get caught. Which was exactly why I went for the vein in his neck, the jugular and put the tip of the syringe close-ish to a freckle. It would look like he was trying to hide it, but any medical examiner worth their salt would find it.

      Apparently, Uncle Robert had sleep apnea, at least judging from the way his breathing was stopping all on its own. Part of me wondered if just letting him sleep without his corrective device would kill him. Though I wanted to find out, I couldn’t risk him dying under potentially natural circumstances.

      After I located what I thought was his jugular and injected two syringes full of air, I pulled the rest of the items from my purse. Some hair, with the follicles still attached, and the other syringe that we had transferred Royce’s fingerprints onto, disposable gloves, and finally, a bottle of insulin I had bought just for the occasion, using Royce’s credit card of course.

      I pulled on the gloves and used the syringe with the fingerprints on it, being careful not to mess them up, to inject most of the insulin, leaving the empty syringe in the trash can, covered with some toilet paper. Robert now had poison, air, and insulin in his system, and in all honesty, I wasn’t sure which would kill him first.

      While I waited for my uncle to expire, I went around the room and wiped my prints off everything, taking things that should have been touched, like the decanter and glasses, and holding Robert’s hand to transfer his prints on them.

      His snore had almost turned into white noise to me, so when it hitched in a different way, I knew something was up. I looked over and saw Robert’s eyes staring up at the ceiling unseeing.

      Walking over, I quickly checked his pulse to confirm he was dead and when his blood didn’t tap at my fingertips, I knew I was done. Part of my heart ached for the loss of family, not that he’d ever really been family in anything but name, but it was still hard. With Robert and Royce gone, I would have no one except Royce’s wife, Aunt Ergidia, who was more than a little coo-coo.

      I packed up everything I needed to take with me and did one last scout for anything that might need taking care of before I left.

      Satisfied there was nothing else to do, I cranked up the heat in the room and turned the shower on as hot as it would go while I waited the remaining minutes to reach the half hour mark, and then left after shutting off the water. It was harder than I expected to sit on my hands and do nothing, especially with the stench of piss and shit in the room. It was one of the effects death had on the body that movies and TV never showed or talked about, but one I had to sit with until I could leave.

      Lennox was going to fix the security footage to take me out and put Royce in, kind of like making a deepfake, but a little different.

      We wanted to be sure that there was plenty of time so that a hooker leaving so soon wouldn’t be something to take note of. An hour was probably more than a man like my uncle needed, since he would never be concerned with the woman’s pleasure, but to play it safe, I not only waited the half hour, but exited through the main lobby, not one of the side doors like he had told me to when I first entered the building.

      I walked confidently and only received a few curious glances from other hotel guests before I exited. The van was parked down the street in an alley that didn’t have any surveillance cameras. Part of me felt more exposed and vulnerable than ever before as I walked into a backstreet wearing the tiniest dress in the world. Fortunately, Winston was there waiting for me a few blocks away in an alleyway we’d selected for a rendezvous, since Lennox had put the cameras on the fritz to the crossroads just outside it—we’d learned that particular lesson from the way I’d been caught in the taxi.

      Feet aching from the hooker heels, it was a huge relief when his big arms wrapped around me and picked me up, swinging me about as though I’d been gone for a decade instead of an hour. He buried his nose in my wig and hugged me hard. My arms were wrapped around him, just as fiercely clutching him tight as I realized one startling truth.

      He was my family.

      The guys were as well.

      Royce and Robert? No. They were biologically connected to me, sure, but they weren’t my family. Family wouldn’t try and whore their niece out or kill their siblings. Family wouldn’t be so easy to plot against.

      Winston’s lips were on my cheek now, kissing me with a tenderness that made my heart clench in my chest. I turned my head so I could kiss him fully on the mouth. His tongue swept against my lips and I opened for him, inviting him inside as our tongues swirled around one another, leaving my head spinning and my pussy wet.

      God, I was fucked in the head to be turned on right this minute. Maybe Winston was too. I had blood on my hands and he didn’t care.

      Neither did I.

      That probably made us both monsters, but we were monsters that had just saved our nation, so in my mind that made us fucking heroes. No way, no how would a Gildermann ever stand for president now.

      Beyond the deed itself, we’d had to plot Royce’s motive. I knew my uncles well, knew if anything happened to Robert, Royce would stand in for him, and I’d used that against him.

      Royce, the younger brother, was tired of playing second fiddle, and wanted to take Robert’s place in the field… Simple. So goddamn simple that it kind of made me feel queasy, or that could have been the adrenaline pumping through my veins.

      I wrapped my legs around Winston, needing to feel all of him as he walked us back to the van, never letting my feet touch the ground. I heard the doors open behind us, and he stepped into the back of the truck, and then sat down on the seat with me still straddling him and clinging to his neck.

      “Everything go okay?” Blake asked, when Winston and I finally broke our kiss.

      I nodded. “He’s dead and everything is planted,” I croaked, my voice hoarse because of the kiss, not out of guilt.

      If anything, I felt like a load had been lifted from my shoulders.

      “Then there’s just the security footage to take care of, right, Len?” Flynn inquired.

      “Already on it,” Lennox replied, tapping away at his laptop.

      Flynn had been the one to draw the short straw, earning the job of trailing Royce around for the week while we prepped for tonight.

      Fortunately, he’d found the footage Lennox would need on the second day when my uncle had attended a meeting in a hotel. Lennox, hacker extraordinaire, had been able to grab the footage from their lackluster security system, and now had a file of Royce walking that he could insert into the security footage from tonight. Not only that, but he had tampered with the security system at Royce’s mansion again to make it repeat the same footage over and over for the whole evening.

      The goal was to take me out of it and put Royce in, while also making it look as though Royce had done a shitty job covering his tracks and giving himself an alibi of being at home. Whether or not it would work was up to how eagle-eyed the police were. Would they be able to spot the fact that Royce wasn’t really at the hotel tonight? Or would they accept what they saw at face value?

      Robert was a gubernatorial hopeful, so they’d set Feds on the case, but Lennox worked for a brotherhood that was just as fervent with its demands, if not more so, than some of the agencies. Far as I knew, joining the FBI didn’t require murder.

      A numbness settled over my mind as we all listened to Lennox work in silence. It was a numbness that drove out the hot, sexy thoughts from Winston’s kiss, one that didn’t give a damn about what my plans were, and I slowly shut down. I’d done my part, my uncle was dead. It had been my decision, my plan, my actions that had caused it. Now, the numb feeling was taking over just like it had with Mathieu.

      I remembered what it was like in the cab driving back to my place. My vision had been filled with streaming lights and darkness, unlike anything I’d ever experienced before. Maybe if I’d done drugs at some point, I’d have had a reference, but I hadn’t, I had always been too scared that I’d be found out and bring shame to my family. What I didn’t know was that they were the ones who should be ashamed.

      I had walked up the stairs to my apartment, and as soon as the door had closed behind me, I began trembling and quaking, and stumbling and falling as I tried to make it to my bedroom. I crawled most of the way, eventually getting there after what felt like hours and may have included me taking naps or fainting on the way—I genuinely didn’t know. After that, I closed the door and shut the whole world out.

      As I thought about it now, it wasn’t that I regretted taking Robert’s life, the man destroyed everything he touched, and brought more evil and harm to the world than most without the good to counterbalance it. What was strange was the last time I had done something similar with Mathieu, I’d had days alone to process what I’d done, to come to terms with my actions, but now I didn’t. Now, there were four men watching me like I was a new type of species they’d just discovered. Not because they thought I was vile, but because they were scared.

      For me.

      Sounds echoed around me, like the van was a large cavern instead of being barely bigger than my dining room table. Eventually, the sounds turned into voices, but they were muffled and distant. I shook my head, trying to clear whatever was muffling them, but that only succeeded in making the whole world spin.

      A hand gripped the back of neck and, before I knew what the hell was happening, my head was shoved between my knees.

      As I gulped down air, I tried to clear my mind. I’d gone from feeling no shame, to my body having a visceral response to what I’d done… talk about confusing.

      The sound of doors slamming within seconds of each other had me twitching slightly, but the hand cupping my nape remained a strong presence, almost like one of my guys was telling me not to move.

      The van began vibrating with movement as the engine started, and I realized one of them had climbed out of the back and headed into the driver’s seat. I didn’t even want to look up to see who. I could just hear the clatter of Lennox’s fingers against the keyboard as he worked his miracles, felt the rumble of the motor, and the soft pressure of a set of fingertips against my skin.

      The van was dark, a cocoon for my ravaged senses, and I just let myself sway with the motion until I began to feel better.

      “You okay now?”

      The worried tone, as well as its proximity, told me it was Blake who’d been the one to hold me down. I wasn’t surprised. The feeling he’d imbued into his farewell kiss had told me more than words could how he felt about me.

      Actions were louder than words, after all, and he’d just screamed how deeply he cared.

      I nodded at his question, then cautiously raised my head. No longer feeling light-headed, I murmured, “Sorry. It just…”

      “What you just did, babe, wasn’t for the faint of heart.”

      No, murder never was, was it?

      Jesus, I was a double murderer. That wasn’t something I’d have put on my list of accomplishments in my life.

      “God, how can you love me?” I rasped, dread hitting me as I realized what I’d become. What I’d been driven to.

      That wasn’t me taking away from what I’d done, wasn’t me casting blame elsewhere. This was me feeling ashamed that, when pushed into a corner, I hadn’t thought rationally, hadn’t acted like a normal human being, I’d turned into the sociopath I was born to be and had let my true nature hold full sway.

      “Very easily,” Winston murmured, his hand reaching over to cup my knee. I felt the warmth of his fingers to my core.

      “I’m evil.”

      “So are we all,” Lennox rasped. “At least we can be evil together.”

      I gnawed on my bottom lip. “That doesn’t make things better. Or right.”

      He stopped what he was doing. “What’s right and what’s wrong in this world?” he replied somberly. “It’s good that you have a guilty conscience. You should. We all should. If we don’t, then we really do belong in some kind of asylum or something—”

      My throat worked for a second before I interrupted, “I think we should take down ACP.”

      I wasn’t sure where that had come from, wasn’t sure why I’d made the statement, but I knew it felt right. Just.

      I’d done wrong, sure, and this was my way of rectifying things. By getting rid of a lofty fraternity that thought it could take eighteen-year-olds and haze them into committing a murder. Who inducted them into a web of lies and deceit that there was no escaping from, and if they tried to, they planted child porn on their fucking devices…

      Such an organization needed wiping from the world, and I had a feeling that we were the five who had the wherewithal, the desire, and the sheer gumption to do it.

      My words were met with silence, and then, Lennox released a breath. “We want out of it, and I think that’s the only way we’re ever going to be free. I think Briar’s right. I think we need to—”

      “What? Do the impossible?” Flynn spat from behind the wheel. “ACP has been going for centuries. It’s not a skyscraper you can knock down. It’s a mine with tunnels so pervasive, it’s running underneath every aspect of society as we know it—”

      “You just listed the exact reasons we need to take them out,” I whispered. “They shouldn’t be allowed to do that.”

      “They’re also the only ones who tried to stop your uncle, Briar,” Flynn retorted, his eyes catching mine in the rearview mirror. I only saw the gleam in them because of the flash of the streetlights.

      “Why are you arguing when you hate them just as much as we do?” Blake snapped. “Hell, you hate them even more. Your dad is the worst—”

      Flynn blew out a breath. “Because, hate it or not, they really were the only ones watching out for the country.”

      “Bullshit,” Winston retorted. “You know as well as I do that ACP were only interested because the Gildermanns have their own influences, and ACP isn’t one of them. If they’d been in their pocket, then none of this would have happened. The mafia got to them first, and you know that’s a fact.”

      Flynn winced then fell silent. I let that silence brew, let it percolate because I wanted them all to think about it. To think about what I was suggesting.

      I needed this to be my atonement.

      I’d done wrong, and this was a way I could make things right again.

      How many men had died because of ACP’s reach?

      No organization should have such power without a governing body to oversee them. Heck, even the CIA had to answer to somebody.

      When Flynn eventually answered, I recognized the roads we were taking, and knew we were heading back to my apartment. As my building came into view, he rasped, “Let’s do it.”

      I released a shaky breath, relieved that he was on board, and grateful when all of them nodded too.

      Now, we just had to set that plan in motion.

      It could very well take years, but time was, I prayed, on our side.

      So long as Royce took the bullet for tonight, that is.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            The end is nigh.

          

        

      

    

    
    

  


  
    
      
        
        Royce Gildermann was imprisoned today for eighty-five years without parole for the murder of his brother, Robert Gildermann, gubernatorial hopeful, in a crime that shocked the nation. 

        The billionaire businessman still proclaimed his innocence, going as far as hurling abuse at the judge as he was cuffed and taken out of court.

        America was left stunned with what the investigation into Robert Gildermann's death revealed. Not only have the dynastic line been heavily linked with the Lucio crime family, but there was evidence of torture and abuse of trafficking victims within the basements of both brothers' estates. 

        Leaked documents provided some insight into the 'basements,' in which investigators described the inhumane imprisonment of several victims that were not only malnourished but showing signs of torture. One victim almost died as she was flown to the hospital. 

        Tacked onto the eighty-five years was a further life sentence, one that Judge John Gray added for: "Never in all my years of sitting on this bench have I come across such gross negligence and manipulation of power.

        "Not only in the repeated instances of trafficking innocent young women, but in the arrogance you displayed in believing yourself out of justice's reach when murdering your brother.

        "I can only say that I, for one, am grateful that neither of you will ever step foot in the Capitol."

        The wives of the Gildermann brothers refused to comment. However their niece, Briar Brennan, wife of  Flynn Brennan, heir to the international media corporation, Limitless News, who stunned the world with their unassuming courthouse wedding ceremony last year, did say this, "My uncles revealed a side to themselves that our family and the nation couldn't have expected. I would never dream of condoning Royce's actions, however, like Judge Gray, I can only be relieved that my uncles will never be able to meddle in the country’s politics."

        The last generational Gildermann stunned news' outlets last year when a sex tape was released of her and the now deceased son of Canadian politician, Jacques Andersen.

        Mathieu Andersen died thanks to complications from a car crash shortly after the recording was publicized and swiftly retracted thanks to several lawsuits. Drugs and alcohol were found in his blood, and his death was written off by the police as an accident.

        Drama is no stranger to the Gildermanns, but now the major players are out of the game? This reporter highly doubts the family will ever regain its prestige and will remain a notorious stain on our society, one that proves just how insidious these dynastic families truly are. 

        Report by J. Linden
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          Two years later

        

      

    

    
      “Did John make the hit?” I grated into the phone Lennox had built for us. It was impossible to trace, connected to a satellite that he’d built and had launched with the, of all people, U.S. government’s aid, into space. Of course, they thought it was to help them surveil the population, but we had a piggyback into it and were using it to communicate with our operatives.

      Yeah, operatives.

      Plural.

      To take down a brotherhood as pervasive as Alpha Chi Psi, you couldn’t do it on your own. We’d had to employ people, men and women the world over, who wanted to help us.

      We’d targeted soldiers mostly. Men who were disenchanted with the current government, who wanted the rigid rules of the military, but who couldn’t live within its ranks.

      After two years of targeting ACP, we had an army of mercenaries thirty strong. It wasn’t enough, might never be enough, but undermining my father’s work, as well as the rest of the fraternity, was enough for us most days.

      I just felt it harder than most when I had to speak with Jacob Brennan.

      Dear old dad had no idea Lennox, Blake, Winston, and I were UnSul, the operation that had made it their mission to bring ACP to the public’s attention. We were probably in more danger than most of our mercenaries, but at least we had a purpose.

      “Target eliminated,” the voice replied—it belonged to Ilena, a Russian soldier who had been dissatisfied with her position in the Kremlin.

      “Good. Return to base.”

      I ran a hand through my hair after I put the phone down and stared into the mirror. Briar was watching me as she rolled a pair of stockings up her leg. It should have been a turn on, hell, it was, but my mind was elsewhere.

      Yeah, I knew that was a crime against humanity. Knew it was a crying shame not to study those fine legs and not think about spreading them, but today was a big day.

      As her outfit attested to.

      The skirt she wore would only be decent thanks to the gown that would cover her shoulders when she was finished dressing. Combined with the blouse that dipped low in front, revealing two tits that were made for fucking, she looked like walking sex. And somehow, when she tucked the cap on top, the tassel jauntily hovering at her chin, she looked even fucking sexier.

      What this woman did to clothes should be a crime.

      “You okay, babe?” she asked softly.

      I shook my head. “No. Not really.”

      Yesterday, we’d lost Ahmed Alaih, an informant who was pivotal to our network in Morocco. He’d been slaughtered by a CIA agent we were sure had been turned by ACP, and we were trying to get to him. Unfortunately, the target Ilena had just eliminated wasn’t him, but the man he worked with from time to time. We were hoping to smoke him out of the woodwork so we could hit him for real, but it was slow going.

      So much of this shit was.

      I’d never appreciated just how much patience my father had until I’d started undermining his authority.

      She stepped into a pair of stilettos that did wonders for her already perfect ass and headed over to me. When she pressed her hands to my chest, I reached for her fingers and raised them to my lips. First, I kissed each fingertip before moving to the sunflower tattoo on her wrist that she’d had inked on our honeymoon.

      It matched ours. We had each gotten a sunflower somewhere. Winston’s was, of course, somewhere no one else would ever see being the tough guy that he was, while mine was in the same place as Briar’s just on the opposite hand. Blake had one on his ribs and Lennox had his on a shoulder blade. The idea had been tossed around for a while before we decided on a tat that united us, in secret, and even then it was more Briar’s doing than our own. Apparently, we were sunflowers, strong and bold and hardier than roses, but just as beautiful in our own ways, and just as deserving of love, which was what we gave each other. Even if, to the rest of the world, we were despicable.

      Finally, I kissed the ring I’d put there over two years ago and murmured, “You’re looking fine today, Mrs. Brennan.”

      Lennox, who’d been watching Briar get dressed, snorted. “When doesn’t she look hot?”

      My lips twitched. “True,” I conceded. With my other hand, I toyed with the tassel and inquired, “You ready?”

      Her throat worked. “I’m nervous.”

      I had to laugh—she was nervous at the idea of graduating, but A-okay with getting her hands dirty with wet work.

      She was no tried assassin, but she had a strategic mind that definitely came in handy from time to time. One that had the former Professor Trinton, now known as inmate #3245990, probably wishing she’d never taken his class.

      Briar had thought it rather fitting to load his phone with the shit ACP had uploaded onto ours, before calling in an anonymous tip to the cops. The next time Trinton felt sweet freedom would be when his remains were delivered to his family. A fitting end for a sex pest.

      “Well, don’t be nervous, baby, you’ve nothing to be nervous about.”

      She rolled her eyes. “Don’t I just feel better?” she teased, and I assumed she was being rhetorical.

      Brat.

      Winston strolled out of the connecting bath with a towel around his waist. Spying him, I scowled. “Aren’t you dressed yet?”

      He flipped me the bird, then dropped the towel to piss me off—seeing cocks flapping in the breeze wasn’t how I liked to spend my mornings—and walked bare-assed over to the closet to get his clothes out.

      “What are you? My mom?” was all he said, and I rolled my eyes when Briar started snickering at me.

      She reached for my own tassel and murmured, “I’m sorry about Ahmed.”

      I shrugged, but it wasn’t as nonchalant as I’d have liked. My throat was thick as I said, “You win some, you lose some.”

      “We’re winning more than we’re losing,” Blake stated softly, and I cut him a look and nodded. He was laying back on the bed, his feet crossed at the ankle as he messed around on his phone.

      The only one of us who wasn’t ready was Winston, but I could almost forgive him. He’d had a meeting with my father this morning, and had been given a new set of orders. Briar was not happy that he was going to have to go out of the U.S. for it, but sometimes, we were all sent off, dispatched to do the fraternity’s dirty work, all while doing our best to undermine every move they made. Briar was the only one who was safe from ACP’s reach, and that was because of the fact she was married to me.

      Jacob Brennan, though he might loathe her and often showed it, would never endanger a Brennan.

      “Is my dad in a good mood?” I asked Winston.

      He grunted as he zipped up his fly. “Is your father ever in a good mood?”

      True.

      My marrying Briar had put him pretty much in a constant bad mood, one that not even the death of Robert Gildermann and the subsequent incarceration of Royce Gildermann had improved. Most normal people would at least perk up a little when their son was graduating college summa cum laude, but not my dad, ever the asshole that he was.

      “When Win gets back, we’re still going on our vacation, right?” Briar queried.

      “You can go without me,” Winston offered, sticking his head out of the closet.

      I watched with amusement as she scowled at him and shook her head. “All or nothing, remember?”

      It was a promise that we’d made to each other in our own private ceremony after Briar and I had legally tied the knot. It was our motto, our code—we were either all in or all out, we did nothing by half measures, not even loving each other. As much as Winston annoyed the shit out of me sometimes, I loved him like a brother too—well, mostly. I wouldn’t want my brother to have sex with my wife, but with these three I was okay with it, especially if I got to join in or watch.

      After a moment, I heard Winston sigh from within the closet. “Fine, all or nothing.”

      “Good. Besides, I bought a special bikini for the trip and wouldn’t want you to miss it,” Briar replied with an unmistakable purr to her voice. When she sounded like that, I knew nothing but trouble or sex would follow, sometimes even both.

      “Can’t wait to see it, love,” Winston remarked, striding out of the closet and looking as dapper as possible in his three-piece suit. Thank God, he was almost ready, and just needed to find a tie.

      “Going to the Maldives with you guys is the best graduation present a girl could ask for,” she said with a hum of happiness.

      Of course, there was no trip with us that was ever truly just a vacation anymore. We had each purchased houses or apartments or even cabins in non-extradition countries over the last couple years. The Maldives and Montenegro were just about to be our latest acquisitions. Once we finally brought down ACP, we had to hide and stay on the move so that the remaining members couldn’t track us down.

      Our plan might not have been flashy or fast, but it was well thought out, and we knew what we would need when it was all over, so we were taking care of that as much as we could now.

      “Going anywhere with you, doing anything with or to you, is the best thing ever,” Blake commented, as he strolled toward her, having roused himself from the bed at some point. His lips crashed against hers and the soft moan that escaped her as his hand disappeared beneath her graduation gown had my cock trying to stand at attention.

      “Come on, no time for a quickie, unless you want to miss graduation?” Lennox playfully scolded, his own cock straining at the front of his pants while he watched Briar and Blake.

      “It’s just a ceremony. Who needs it?” Briar replied, each word sounding more like a moan as Blake’s fingers went to work on her.

      “We do. Keeping up normal appearances, right?” I reminded them. “As soon as we’re done though, I’m going to show you exactly how hot you look in that outfit.”

      “Is that so,” Briar purred, pulling away from Blake and sauntering back to me again, not caring that her skirt was now bunched up around her waist and her panties were pulled to the side.

      “That’s so,” I murmured, leaning down to kiss her already swollen lips. She tasted like heaven, and suddenly, I wasn’t so sure we needed to go to graduation after all.

      “Good. I love you,” she whispered to me between kisses.

      “I love you, too.”

      She pulled her panties and skirt back into place, and walked over to Blake, pressing a chaste kiss to his lips and whispering something to him, before doing the same thing to Lennox. Finally, Winston was out of the closet and ready to go, but before we did, though, she pulled him in for a kiss.

      “Come on, tuck your dicks into your waistbands or something, because we’ve got a graduation to go to and then a long night of fucking ahead of us,” Winston declared, his grin making Briar smile in return.

      How I’d become so lucky as to call this woman my wife and these men my brothers, I’d never know, but I did know I’d never take my life with them for granted, because what we had together was something rare and precious.

      I wouldn’t let anyone break it—not my family and definitely not ACP. Briar may have been the glue that held us together in the beginning, but now our hearts and minds were filled with our love for one another, and nothing and no one could change that.

      Our future might not be full of roses, and along the way, we might even die for our cause, but at least we had a cause. One that we were willing to fight for.

      She’d given me that. Had given me the guts to break away from ACP’s reach, and together, we’d battle them until either we or they disintegrated into dust.

      With Briar at my side and my brothers at my back?

      Alpha Chi Psi didn’t have a cat in hell’s chance of surviving, and that, to me, was all the happily-ever-after I needed.

      

      The End
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        Don’t forget to check out Helen’s other series.
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      I’d love to see you in my Diva reader’s group where you can find out all the gossip on new releases as and when they happen. You can join here: www.facebook.com/groups/SerenaAkeroydsDivas. Or, you can always PM or email me. I love to hear from you guys: serenaakeroyd@gmail.com.

      Until I see you there or you write me an email or PM, here are more of my books for you to read…
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      QUINTESSENCE

      Charmed by Them

      Healed by Them

      Worshipped by Them

      Protected by Them

      Loved by Them

      

      QUINTESSENCE: The Sequels

      Sawyer

      Andrei

      Kurt

      Sean

      

      Anchor Pride Series

      Claimed by Caden

      McKinnon’s Mate

      

      The Corsakis

      Three’s Never A Crowd

      Old Enough to Know Better

      

      The Federation

      A Menage Made on Madison

      

      La Belle sans La Bete Series

      Menage Material

      A Thoroughly Modern Menage

      

      Forever Theirs

      

      Secrets & Lies

      

      The TriAlpha Chronicles

      Origin

      Trinity

      Triskele

      Triad

      Triumph
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      The Raw Touch
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