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      Bang. Bang.

      I jerk up in bed, panting and sweaty. It’s been a few months since I last had that dream, the one that begins with me happy and ends in gunshots. More of a nightmare, I guess.

      I pull my long hair into a loose knot and hold it on top of my head, trying to cool off. It’s a useless gesture in the middle of another Atlanta summer scorcher. I’ll have to talk to Kate about cranking up the A/C. She’ll argue that she’s trying to save me money, as she always does, but I don’t know what the point is of an inheritance like mine if I can’t keep my own home cool.

      Bang. Bang.

      My heart somersaults. That wasn’t part of a dream, that was real. Gunshots, a little muffled, but definitely close. Definitely on the estate. I’ve only heard that sound once before, outside of my nightmares. My throat begins to close up at the memory, my instinct to curl up under the satin duvet and wait for help. My guards will handle the situation. That’s what I pay them for, after all. I grab my phone off the nightstand and call Eddie. He’ll tell me what to do. After an eternal minute, all I get is voicemail. Shit. What’s going on?

      I spring out of bed, slipping into the first shoes I see, the glossy black Louboutins I wore to dinner, and grabbing the silk robe hanging by the door. I pull it on over my lace nightie as I dash down the hall, tying the belt tightly.

      “Kate?” I call out, though I know my nanny-turned-housekeeper sleeps on the other end of the mansion. “Kate? Eddie? Alan?”

      This place is deserted. Even when it was Mom, Dad, Max, and me, we rattled around this oversized palace like loose marbles. Now it’s just me and the tiny handful of help I decided to keep, and still I can never find anyone when I need them. Usually I don’t mind too much, reveling in the privacy or the occasional strange bedfellow to keep me company, but tonight the echo of my own voice down empty halls makes a chill dance up my spine.

      At least I haven’t heard any new gunshots, I tell myself, forcing my scattered, still half-asleep brain to focus on the issue at hand. Although that silence probably means that the intruders are past the guardhouse and well on their way here. To me. Shit.

      “Kate!” I try again, louder this time. I run halfway down the stairs but hesitate on the landing. I don’t know where to go. Dad always talked about installing a panic room, but that never came to be. For the first year I was alone, Eddie tried to get me to learn his emergency plan, but I never paid much attention, and eventually he gave up. Now I’m probably in huge trouble, and I have no idea what to do next. Call the police? I left my phone in my room, figuring Eddie would do that for me. Scream for help? My closest neighbors are well over a mile away.

      I hear footsteps just outside, but before I can decide what direction to let my overwhelming flight instinct take me toward, the front door crashes open. I shriek in a caliber I didn’t know I had in me, jumping back as a handful of strangers storm into my home. There’s three of them, two men and a woman, all dressed in stereotypically clandestine dark outfits and carrying guns. Their gazes all fixate on me immediately—in my scarlet robe against the white wall, I’m like a bullseye—but my eyes lock only on the man in the middle. His dark eyes burn with a want so desperate it makes my blood run cold, a need so deep I know he’ll do anything to get what he came here for. For the first time, it occurs to me that this isn’t going to be a simple B&E, a petty robbery where I lose a couple diamond necklaces and get to carry on with my life tomorrow, a little shaken but nothing a bottle of wine or ten wouldn’t fix. No, this man isn’t an amateur thug here on a whim, and he’s not the kind of man that I walk away from in one piece. This is a predator, and there’s no mistaking what that makes me.

      “Miss Palacios,” the man says, smiling venomously up at me, taking a step closer. He’s not very tall, perhaps only a few inches taller than me, but the way he carries himself all but doubles his height. He’s in a worn leather jacket, and shaggy black hair frames a tanned face. There’s a hint of stubble along his sharp jaw, and his lips twist up into a smirk as he drags those eyes over me. I can’t stop noticing the gun casually held at his side.

      It’s too late for flight, so I throw my shoulders back and force myself into fight mode. Crossing my arms tightly over my chest, both to cover myself from the stranger’s leering gaze and to channel a sense of bravado I don’t truly feel, I cross the landing and preside over the scene with confidence. It’s what my mother would have done, I think. I hope.

      “What do you want?”

      The head guy gestures at the man behind him, and he takes off with a nod. Now it’s just him, me, and the woman in tight leather pants. Is that his girlfriend? Is this how I finally go down, after all the shit I’ve been through, at the hands of some crazy criminal couple? Where the hell are Eddie and Alan? Where is Kate?

      “Your people aren’t going to save you,” the stranger says, as if reading my mind. I know he just guessed at my logical worries, but with the way his dark eyes bore into mine, I almost believe he can see right through me. “It’s just us now.”

      “Did you hurt them?” My voice falters a bit, and I grip the bannister for support.

      “No,” he says, and though I have no reason to believe him, I find that I want to.

      “Then what the hell were those gunshots?” I demand.

      “We were just introducing ourselves,” the man says, still with that goddamn smirk on his lips. The girl cocks her hip and crosses her arms, a much more successful execution of my own attempt at a violent pose.

      “What do you want?” I repeat, knuckles white, voice tremulous. I can’t play brave for much longer. Whatever they want, whatever they came for, they won’t leave empty-handed, and they certainly won’t leave me unbroken.

      “The only thing you have to offer,” the stranger says confidently, not even blinking. “We’re here for your money, Selina.”
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      She’s beautiful, just like in the pictures. Just like I remember. Even like this, long hair tangled and mussed, face still pale from sleep, eyes wide and terrified despite her facade of false bravado. Rich people. They always think they’re untouchable, until it’s too late.

      I send Miel to bring our captive princess down from her perch on the landing and the three of us go to the sitting room. The mansion is even bigger than it looked in the blueprints, no less than a palace. Everything is cast in shades of pale opulence, from the marble floors to the creamy couch we deposit Selina onto. It’s like a caricature of wealth, and Selina plays a picture perfect princess.

      “What happened to my people?” she asks again, folding her arms tightly around her lithe, practically naked body. I force myself to focus on her face, reminding myself of what I’m here for. I can’t let her distract me.

      “They’re fine,” I assure her, holding any details tantalizingly out of reach. It’s the truth, of course. Sure, they’re currently chained up in our custody, even the old woman, but they’ll live. As long as Selina does as she’s told, we’ll all live.

      Brock returns, giving me a silent nod. All clear. He hands over a phone. When I press the home button, a familiar photo lights up the screen. A happy family of four, with a young Selina smiling in the middle. I press the home button again, but it demands a password. I hand the device off to Miel.

      “Do you want my jewelry?” the terrified young heiress on the sofa asks, licking those lush lips nervously. “I can give you the code to the safe. I don’t keep a lot of cash around, but my purse is here somewhere, if you want that.”

      She really thinks it will be that easy. That she can toss some spare change our way, and then she’ll be rid of us once and for all. I glance at Miel, and she rolls her eyes at me. She thinks I’m overcomplicating the situation. If we had it her way, we’d just chain Miss Palacios up with the other hostages and get on with it.

      “I told you we wanted your money,” I say, taking a seat on the armchair across from Selina. Damn, this thing is not half as comfortable as it looks. “We want all of it, not just what you have on hand. We know how much is in your trust fund, not to mention the revenue from your parents’ company, and we want every last penny.”

      Selina shifts, and the robe slips open a bit, revealing a long, naked leg. I swallow hard, and she pretends not to notice. “You’ll never get away with that. Just take the jewelry and go.”

      I appreciate her boldness, the challenge in her eyes. She’s right. We’d never get away with trying to drain her bank account in one fell swoop. But I’ve been planning this for years, and I’m ready to play the long game. Selina, heiress of the Palacios fortune, renowned semi-reformed party girl, queen of an empire she never knew what to do with, will be our personal piggy bank, until we’ve taken all we want from her and then some. She needs to see that life as she’s known it is over, and that from here on out she’s a puppet, and I’m the only one pulling the strings.

      “We want everything you have, but we’re not going to take it all today,” I explain, crossing my ankle over my knee. “You’re going to be our business partner, our angel investor, signing your money over to us little by little, for as long as it takes.”

      Her tanned face goes pale, but she puts on a good show of bravery. “And why would I do that?”

      On cue, Miel cocks her gun, clicking the safety off. We’d never kill our little moneybag, of course, but a bullet in the leg never hurt anyone.

      “I think it’s pretty obvious we have the upper hand here,” I say, conspicuously getting my own gun back out. Selina licks her lips again, and I see a tremor in her hands, even as she fists them tightly. The threat of violence will do the trick for now, of course, but there always comes a point where trapped fools think they’re beyond that, where they think the police, or some equally useless entity can protect them from physical repercussions. It’ll take more than that to keep her in check forever, which is where her housekeeper and idiotic guards come in. In an ideal world, we’d have family to use as leverage, but Selina is the last remaining Palacios. Luckily, it’s because of her loss that I know she’ll do whatever it takes to protect the makeshift family she has left.

      I stand and cross the distance between us, lowering myself gently onto the couch beside our little captive. She shivers as I lean in close, brush her hair to the side, and breathe against her ear.

      “If you don’t play along, I’ll kill them,” I murmur, in a voice so low even I can barely hear it. “Starting with the old lady.”
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      My heart stops.

      There’s no way. I can feel the danger emanating off the intruder’s hard body, hot and as seductive as it is terrifying. But even a man this dangerous wouldn’t go so far, just for a little money. Right?

      “I don’t believe you,” I breathe, even though I do.

      The stranger stands, moving back to the armchair across from me. When he sits, looking right into me with those dark eyes, I can believe it. There’s something in him, something broken and desperate. Something that led him here, that made him do everything it took to get to me. To my bank accounts. Suddenly, I wish I hadn’t asked him to prove exactly what he’s capable of.

      He nods again, and his male sidekick pulls out a tablet, taps a couple times, and points the screen at me. My heart stops. I don’t recognize the darkened location, but I certainly recognize the scared faces I see. Kate, Eddie, and Alan, tied to chairs. My trembling hands fly to my chest in concern.

      “One word from me, and my man pulls the trigger,” my tormentor says, and I notice a fourth figure in the image, this one pointing a gun at my people. “I don’t much care if he’s aiming at a foot, a kneecap, or a head, personally. How much proof do you need, Selina?”

      “This…” I begin, but my lungs strangle the sound. With Kate’s weak heart, just the terror of the situation alone could kill her, no bullet needed. I clear my throat and try again. “This is plenty. Please don’t hurt them.”

      I want to believe I’m stronger than this, that I am strong enough to put up more of a fight to defend my family’s fortune, but I’m not, and money is just money. I’ll do anything to protect my people. Most of all, selfish as it may be, I’ll do anything to save myself.

      A loud buzzing interrupts the silence we’re all sitting in. I jump a bit in my seat. The three thugs remain unperturbed. The woman holds up my phone, with the caller ID “ISLA” lighting up the screen.

      “Who is that?” the man asks, taking the phone gingerly, like it’s a ticking time bomb.

      “My neighbor,” I answer honestly, although Isla technically lives well over a mile away. “I don’t know why she’s calling right now. We’re not really friends.”

      He glances back at his team. The guy shrugs, and the girl rolls her eyes for the millionth time.

      “They probably heard the gunshots. I told y’all not to fuck around with that. Give her the phone, Javier, or this neighbor will call the police.”

      Javier. I grab onto that crumb of information desperately, my very first clue. Javier hesitates, then outstretches the phone my way. I go to grab it, but he pulls it back at the last second. Only a few more rings, and it’ll go to voicemail. They’re right. I doubt Isla heard any gunshots from up in her own mansion, the one that makes my home look like a dollhouse, but her guards probably heard something. If I don’t pick up, they’ll either come over to see for themselves, or just call the police.

      “No bullshit,” Javier says, holding up his weapon demonstratively. I nod. As if I hadn’t gotten the picture already. I’m not an idiot. He hands over the phone, and I tap the green button quickly to accept the call before it’s too late.

      “Isla?” I say, trying to control the quake in my voice. Javier mouths something at me. Speaker. I switch the call over to speaker mode and take a deep breath. “What’s up?”

      “What’s going on over there?” Isla asks, her voice impossibly shriller than usual. “We heard gunshots. Are you okay?”

      I close my eyes and scramble for a lie. I feel the sofa shift slightly, and a new pressure against my temple. My eyes snap open. Javier is sitting beside me again, but this time, it’s not his lips that are way too close to my face.

      “Um, yeah,” I say, biting my lip. “Shit, sorry. I was… I was messing around with some fireworks left over from my Fourth of July party. I have some people over, we’ve been partying, I wasn’t really thinking. I’m so sorry to have woken you, we’ll keep it down now.”

      I can almost hear the tired sigh over the phone. Isla and her husband are barely older than me, but they’re constantly complaining about my “youthful” ways.

      “Okay,” she says at last, yawning a little. “Please try to keep it down, Selina, it’s the crack of dawn. Some of us are trying to sleep. Maybe it’s time to call it a night and go to bed, ‘kay honey?”

      “You’re right,” I say, letting myself feel a little bitter at her condescension even with a gun in my face. “Again, so sorry. Good night, Isla.”

      She hangs up before I even finish my sentence. I exhale loudly as Javier lowers his weapon. That bitch really thinks she’s so much better than me? I know she’s fucking their driver, right under her husband’s nose, too. Of course, neighborhood gossip is the least of my problems right now.

      Javier takes my phone back and stands again, going to confer with his team in hushed tones across the sitting room. I shift uncomfortably, pulling my robe tighter around my half-naked body.

      “So?” I ask, after trying and failing to eavesdrop on their murmurs for a few minutes. “What now?”

      The details of my new life are laid out pretty clearly: I’m to be a pawn, signing big checks when I’m needed, and staying quiet and out of the way when I’m not. Meanwhile, these thugs will be living in my home, keeping me captive under my own roof. And should I go getting any ideas of defying them, much less escaping, there will be more gunshots from the guardhouse. My skin crawls at the thought of sharing my family home with these people, but it’s not like there’s much I can do about it at this point. The sun is beginning to rise when they finally finish unpacking laptops and an unnecessary amount of weapons in what used to be Dad’s study and decide to call it a night, divvying up bedrooms. At least they let me keep the master, I suppose. Small favors.

      “Wait,” I say quickly, when Javier approaches the second door on the left, across from what was once my childhood bedroom.

      Javier pauses, quirking an eyebrow at my reaction. He can’t go in there. No one’s lived in there for years. Not since…

      “What?” Javier asks, annoyance in his voice.

      “Um,” I begin, but I can’t bring myself to say it. Can’t bring myself to beg my captor to stay away from my dead brother’s  bedroom. “Um, can I have my phone back?”

      Javier just gives me an exasperated look. He must think I’m nothing more than a privileged idiot. I’ll probably never see a phone again.

      “Go back to bed, Selina,” is all he says out loud. “Get some rest. You must be exhausted.”

      I nod mutely and back away toward my own suite. Inside, I quickly click the lock shut. I know it’s a placebo at best, a facade of safety that could easily be shot through with one of the dozen guns suddenly in my home, but it does make me feel somewhat better to have at least one wall between myself and my sudden captors.

      I let my robe fall to the floor and crawl back into bed. The sheets are cold and comfortless, but I pull them tightly around myself anyway.

      Twenty-four hours ago, my life was normal. Safe. I was probably still asleep, with nothing much to do, certainly nothing to worry about. Suddenly, everything has been turned upside-down, so fast I feel more than a little shell-shocked. Kate, Eddie, and Alan are in danger, all because of their connection to me. The last thing I have left that even resembles family, and with one ill move on my part they’ll be gone. I’ve known Kate my whole life. I hope we haven’t said our final words to one another.

      In their stead is Javier, some sort of tattooed thug and his little leather entourage. My life is now in their hands, indefinitely. I’m held hostage by their weapons and their threats of violence, but mostly, by my own weakness. I still can’t believe how fast I caved in to their demands, even in these impossible circumstances. It makes me loathe myself more than I have in a long time.

      Javier was right, the trauma of the night’s events must have exhausted me. Even as my mind swarms with everything that is irrevocably changed, my eyes flutter closed, and I drift off into restless sleep before I can even start my breathwork. The last image that flits through my head before I reach unconsciousness is that of Javier’s cold, calculating, beautiful eyes, and I hate myself for that, too.
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      I can’t sleep, pumped up on adrenaline after a more than successful night. I can’t believe we pulled this off. Of course, there are still a million things that could go wrong, as Miel is happy to remind me, but we made it this far. We’re in the Palacios mansion, with the pretty little heiress herself under our thumb. It feels ridiculous to be in bed after all that, with so much left to do, but my people deserved a break after a job well done.

      This California King is easily the most comfortable thing I’ve ever lain in, and the bedroom is elegant and clean, but the whole thing still feels cold and uninviting, completely lacking personality. I guess it makes sense, as the room probably hasn’t been inhabited in years, if ever, but it makes me feel even more out of place than I already do in this palace.

      I breathe deep and remind myself that I own this palace now. This is my new dominion, everything I worked my ass off for. I deserve to be here. I deserve to feel at home here, to feel like the king of my own castle here. I own this mansion, own the sprawling estate around it, own the woman in the bedroom right down the hall.

      She’s not what this is about. This is about me, and my people, and the plans I have for us all. It’s not about Selina Palacios, with her wild hair, big brown eyes, and luscious lips. It’s not about the way my cock hardens painfully at the mere thought of her. I groan and wrap my fist around said cock, giving in to the lust I’ve been trying so hard to fight. I deserve a release, I tell myself. Just this once.

      I stroke myself as images of her face swarm my mind, of the way her body tenses fearfully when I move too close to her, of the way her she sets her jaw so bravely even with a gun to her head. She’s delicate, but not as fragile as I’d expected. Still, I will break her. I don’t have a choice.

      When I come, I try to convince myself I’m getting off on the power, the money, on the high of a job well done. I try to pretend it’s anything but her face moving through my mind as my cock pulses in ecstasy, an untamable groan escaping my lips as warm seed spills over silk sheets. The thought of making our captive princess wash my essence from these sheets threatens to make me hard again, before my first orgasm has even ended. Fuck. I need to get my head on straight.

      I force myself into a cold shower, then walk back downstairs to the office. I’m too jacked up to sleep, and I don’t trust myself to lie uselessly in bed with nothing but my own thoughts. Not when there’s still so much work to be done.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      By the time anyone else seems to stir, I’m sitting on a bar stool in the enormous kitchen, nursing my fourth cup of coffee. I didn’t think to have Hernando set up our secure WiFi system before he crashed last night, so I’ve just been reviewing our financial plans for the near future. When Selina wakes, I’ll have to get her to share all her bank account information so I can confirm the estimated numbers we’ve been working with.

      I hear a rustling at the kitchen door and glance up. Selina hovers in the doorway, wearing jeans that fit her the way only expensive, tailored jeans can, and a silky green top. Her hair is a little damp, and while her face is still mostly naked, I can tell she’s wearing mascara, maybe a little eyeliner. Who did she do that for?

      “Good morning, princess,” I say with more than a hint of mockery, shutting my laptop discreetly. No need to hand over every card in our deck right off the bat. “Sleep well?”

      “About as well as one can in a home full of armed, blackmailing strangers,” the girl says, with a bite of her own I can’t help but smile at. It’s always more fun when they have a little fight in them. “Not to mention the three hostages whose lives are now in my hands.”

      “Great,” I say, ignoring her jabs. “You can come on in, you know. Get some coffee.”

      She hesitates another beat but gives in and steps closer. It takes her a second to locate the cabinet with the mugs, making me wonder if she’s ever even been in the kitchen herself before. I know she’s been rich her whole life, but how pampered is this girl? I don’t offer any assistance, watching silently as she rummages around in the fridge for a minute, before giving up and sipping her black coffee in silence, leaning against the counter as far from me as she can get without technically exiting the room.

      “Just so you know, your housekeeper will not be returning to her post, even if you cooperate,” I tell her. “You’ll have to figure out how to fend for yourself now.”

      “I know how to take care of myself,” Selina snaps, but I can see a little heat rising to her cheeks.

      “Great,” I say, opening my laptop again and pulling up a new screen. I can’t help but want to play with her, my brand new toy. “You can help me figure some stuff out, then. Tell me about the grounds. Who maintains them?”

      “Um,” Selina takes a long sip of coffee, then another. “Um, I don’t know. Kate handled that. Or maybe it was Eddie.”

      “What about grocery delivery?” I ask.

      She runs a hand through her hair nervously, shaking out the long, damp locks. “I don’t know that either.”

      I hide a self-satisfied smirk behind a sip of my own coffee. Beautiful, wealthy, and absolutely useless. Of course, I already know the answers to all these questions. The housekeeper was quick to share, and she was rewarded with a cell that included a bed. The guards have been harder to break, but judging by how easy they were to capture, I don’t expect them to last much longer.

      “Well, like I said, your people won’t be returning,” I say, busying myself on the laptop. “I’ll have the guys handle the grounds, but the house is up to you now. Laundry, cooking, general upkeep, and the such.”

      “I’m not your maid,” Selina says coldly, setting her coffee mug down. “This is my house.”

      I look up at her with an equally cold smile. Pretty, naive little thing.

      “Maybe on paper,” I tell her, keeping my voice low and serious. “But in reality, this is my house now, and you’re whatever I want you to be. There are worse fates than being asked to mop a floor or cook a meal. Now get out of my way before I think of one.”

      Her face goes pale, but she manages to keep her jaw set and her eyes narrowed at me. She holds my gaze angrily for one more moment, then grabs her coffee and storms out of the kitchen.
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      I don’t know what to do with myself. All my electronics have been confiscated, as if I’m somehow going to call 911 from my Kindle. On a normal day, if I was this bored, I’d go out for brunch, or on a shopping spree, or hit up a club downtown. Of course, none of that is exactly an option right now. And I’m certainly not going to pick up a vacuum and take up homemaking, as Javier basically ordered me to. I’m not some kind of reverse Cinderella.

      I go down to the lounge and click on the TV. Nothing, just a moment of static and then an error message saying that there’s no signal. What the hell? I can’t even binge some Netflix in my sudden captivity? How am I supposed to distract myself from the horrors of my new life? Or is that the point, to drive me to the breaking point by leaving me alone with my thoughts?

      “Sorry.” A deep voice startles me, making me drop the remote. I turn and see one of Javier’s men in the doorway, the one who was holding a gun to Kate’s head last night. Hector? Harold? Hernando? He’s built, like all of them, with a buzzcut that looks more military than mafia. “We took down your WiFi and set up our own secure network. I can get your TV back online later today. With Vega’s approval, of course.”

      Vega. That must be what Javier’s men call him. I guess only the girlfriend gets first name privileges.

      “Cool?” Hernando asks, shifting on his feet somewhat uncomfortably. I say nothing for a moment. I hate the way they all talk to me so casually, like I’m an awkward new roommate instead of their literal hostage. Last night, it was nothing but cold glares and threats. Today, with the guns and leather jackets out of sight, suddenly we’re all best friends.

      “Cool,” I say, in the chilliest voice I can muster while secretly trying not to piss my pants in fear. Hernando just nods and walks away. He scares me. They all do. As soon as his footsteps fade, I spring up and flee back to my bedroom, locking the door behind myself.
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      I’m flipping through a three-year-old Cosmo I found in the back of my closet when there’s a light tap on the door. Whoever it is tries the knob after a second, but it’s locked.

      “Selina?” It’s the girl. She’s pretending to be friendly now, but she was the most obviously apathetic toward me last night. Is she really Javier’s girlfriend? They seem closer than the others, but she doesn’t seem the type to put up with a boyfriend ogling other girls so obviously. My cheeks heat a little at the memory of Vega’s eyes raking over me last night.

      I hesitate for a moment, then toss the magazine aside and cross the room. I click the locks open as loudly as I can and make a show of opening the door just a sliver.

      “What do y’all want from me now?” I snap.

      “You can call me Miel,” she invites with a fake smile, and despite the razor-sharp eyeliner and super-toned arms, it makes her look like a back-stabbing mean girl straight out of a teen movie. I shrug at her wordlessly. I wish she’d just shove the act back up her ass and be straight with me. “Vega wants to know about lunch,” she goes on, an edge in the request that makes it more of an order. Javier—Vega—wants me to serve my captors lunch? Is this some kind of twisted riches-to-rags fantasy he’s forcing me to play out? Does he get off on turning his prize heiress into his own personal servant?

      “Tell Vega he can order a damn pizza,” I say. “And no, I don’t know what the number is for that, either.”

      I go to slam the door but Miel grabs it and stops me easily. Damn, she’s even stronger than she looks.

      “Listen,” she says in a low voice, and this time I can hear the silent ‘bitch’ at the end. “We don’t owe you anything. Vega is being nice to you by letting you keep up this pretense of your old life at all. Don’t test his patience.”

      I snort, a humorless sound. “Are you shitting me? He’s being nice to me by essentially kidnapping me, making me pay my own ransom, and then asking me to be his maid, too? Yeah, okay.”

      “Princesita,” Miel hisses, and I don’t have to speak Spanish to get the mockery in her voice. “You got to live your perfect little paradise life for these last, what, twenty-five years? Meanwhile, we were working our asses off every second of every goddamn day just trying to get a taste of what was handed to you. Well, we did it, and now your perfect life is ours. It won’t kill you to suck it up and make a fucking sandwich.”

      I almost choke on another fake-laugh. Yeah, my perfect life. If only money worked the way people like her think it does, as a shield to protect you from all pain. Wouldn’t that be nice?

      “Like I said, Miel.” I hit her name like I’m spitting out a real four-letter-word, mimicking her pronunciation. Mee-elle. “Y’all can order a fucking pizza.”
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      Selina is being difficult. I guess that shouldn’t have come as much of a surprise, given her reputation. If anything, the challenge excites me more than it should. But I don’t have time to play games with my—our—princess. I know I can’t make her break overnight, but I need her to at least bend to me. This would be easier if she had family or loved ones, instead of just employees she feels loyal to. That kind of leverage always works wonders.

      But no, we’ll have to work with what we’ve got. I convince Miel not to shiv our snarky blank check on the spot, and instead, we let her play her little game solo. We leave her alone to sulk in her bedroom, trapped in a cage of her own making. Sooner or later she’ll realize that these moves she makes aren’t against me, they’re against herself.

      While I wait Selina out, Hernando finishes setting up cameras along the halls and in the shared spaces. For safety reasons, of course. Late that first night, I watch Selina tiptoe down the stairs and try the kitchen door. It won’t budge, of course. I watch her try again, then she finds the padlock I installed myself. It’s time she learns. The rules I give her aren’t part of any game, they’re her life now. She either eats my way, or she doesn’t at all. Her back is to the camera, but I see her slender shoulders fall. When she turns, the blinking red light must catch her eye. She looks up directly into the lens, and her eyes go big. Like a deer in headlights, she’s paralyzed for a moment, and watching her on the screen, I am too. Transfixed, I watch her lithe body pick up the pace as she follows the trail of cameras all the way back to her room, frown twisting deeper with each one. She flashes her middle finger pettily at the camera directly in front of her bedroom door, then retreats back into hiding, and my body sags back into the lush leather chair.

      “This is ridiculous,” Miel says when she discovers the cameras, demanding I prove that I didn’t have them installed in anyone’s bedroom or bathroom. “Listen, I know you have this big plan, but there are a million better ways to control this girl. I mean, look at her. Wave a gun in her face and she’ll be on her knees.”

      I force the mental image of our captive on her knees out of my head. All Miel understands is violence, and I love her for it, but it’s not what I need right now. Cracking Selina Palacios is going to take a delicate touch, at least to shatter her in exactly the right way. I don’t just want her to fear me, although that’s definitely part of it. I want to break her, worm my way under her skin, become such a deep part of her core that she can no longer imagine an existence without me. I want her to bend to my will because she wants to, because it’s what she needs. The threat of a gun isn’t going to do that for me. But I’m hoping that a power play, a complete domination, will.

      “What’s your obsession with her, anyway?” Miel asks as I stare at Selina’s closed bedroom door on screen, willing it to open. “I mean, you told me all about how vulnerable she was for the taking, and the money part is obvious, but now that we’re here you’re acting like it’s personal.”

      “Of course it’s not personal,” I say, slamming the laptop shut, annoyed. “And it’s not an obsession. This is about the money, just like it’s always been. But it’s my plan, Miel, my endgame, and you’re lucky I asked you to run it with me. Don’t push your luck.”

      Miel pouts, glaring at me from across the big oak desk. I’ve changed, and she doesn’t like it, but she’ll have to get used to it. The old Vega, the one she grew up with, wasn’t strong enough to take this new life for us. I’ve had to become a man who is, and if that makes her like me less, so be it. That’s the price of survival. I’m willing to pay it. Is Miel? Is Selina?

      I let Selina keep her little hunger strike up for two more days, which is two days longer than I want to, but I need her to understand that for perhaps the first time, her actions have consequences. On the third day, after a particularly unsatisfying hour in the gym, I decide that enough is enough.

      I don’t bother knocking, or even turning the knob. I know her bedroom door will be locked. I lean my shoulder against the door and shove once. That’s all it takes. The oak itself is sturdy enough, but I’ve seen stronger locks in the projects. The people who reside behind those doors are used to living in fear, after all.

      Selina gives a little shriek as the lock cracks open and I enter. She’s sitting on her bed, and she shrinks back against the headboard in an instinctive attempt to get away from me, panicked hands fisting white sheets. God, the things she makes me want to do are undeniable, but my cock will have to wait.

      My princess’s eyes are wide and furious despite a new touch of sallowness in her cheeks. I doubt the rich girl tends to eat much to start with, but she’s not used to being totally deprived. Maybe I should feel bad about it, but I didn’t do this to her. She did it to herself.

      “What, did you get tired of watching me in your cameras, had to get a look at the real thing?” she snaps, and if the look in her eyes had matched the edge in her voice, I would have had to punish her. But she’s fronting, that much is obvious, merely delaying the inevitable. She knows her place, feels the call to submit. I can see it in the quiver of her bottom lip as she dares to meet my eyes. She’ll tire of pretending eventually, but I’ve waited long enough.

      “I’ve had enough of this hunger strike of yours,” I tell her, taking a step closer to the bed. “You’re going to make lunch. And then you’re going to do everything else that is expected of you. No more bullshit.”

      “Or what?” she says, and the forced bravado in her shaking voice only pulls me in closer. “You’ll shoot someone? You’ll shoot me?”

      “I don’t have to hurt anyone,” I say, leaning over the bed, sinking my hands into the lush mattress. She tries to shrink back further, but there’s nowhere left to go. This close, she could reach out and slap me. I almost wish she would. If she dared touch me, I would grab that pretty little waist and—

      “What does that mean?” she asks, and this time I can tell that she’s finally learning exactly who she’s dealing with.

      “When you fight me, you’re only hurting yourself,” I tell her, pushing up from the bed and watching the way her lithe body bounces in my wake.  “If you don’t eat, they don’t eat.”

      It takes a moment for realization to reach her eyes, and then they go big. I can practically see inside her head, see her counting the days that she’s been starving her own people, the ones that she’s been trying so hard to protect. Then she blinks away the emotion and turns back to me with that mask of infuriating defiance firmly back in place.

      “Fine,” she snaps, arms crossed tightly. “I’ll make you a goddamn sandwich.”
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      I’ve never made a sandwich in my damn life.

      It’s not my fault. I’ve never had to. Mom and Dad always had the nannies do everything for us, and after they died, it’s not like anyone was going to ask us to do anything. And after Max, well, all I’ve been making since then is cocktails.

      Vega is watching me snidely as I fumble around the pantry looking for bread. He’s glistening a little, in a sweaty tank top and a towel around his neck. It’s unfair, the way the muscles in his tattooed arms twitch when he leans across the kitchen island. It’s unfair that he doesn’t stink of boyish B.O., even after what was clearly an intense workout. It’s especially unfair that I can’t stop noticing.

      What the hell is wrong with me? This is the man who is torturing me, torturing others in my name. It would be one thing if he were only taking my money. I don’t understand why he’s insisting on taking my dignity, too.

      I slap the loaf of bread angrily down on the granite counter and swing the fridge door open. What do people put on sandwiches? Kate always made me the best cucumber and cream cheese tea sandwiches, but I can’t imagine the criminal across from me daintily munching on that. Instead, I grab some lunch meat, sliced cheddar, and dijon. That seems right. It helps that there’s not much else to choose from in the fridge. Has it always been this empty-looking?

      The mental image of Kate sitting in a dank room somewhere, starving because of my idiotic attempt to stand up to our tormentors, haunts me already. Why didn’t Vega tell me from the start what would happen if I refused his orders? I don’t understand his mind games. While I was locked up in my room the past two days I did nothing but dream of escape, which would have proven to be a touch more challenging now that Vega’s installed those damn cameras everywhere. Now, however, it’s become painfully obvious that there will be no escape for me, not as long as Kate and the others are in his grasp.

      I find a couple plates and put together two sandwiches. Vega watches me the whole time, with the intense fascination of a man who is watching a dog learn to read. When I’m done, I slide his sandwich across the island and eagerly sink my teeth into mine. Fuck, I’m starving. So much for my little hunger strike. My very first sandwich isn’t half bad, either, although at this point I’d gladly eat just about anything.

      Chewing as fast as possible, I glance up to watch Vega eat his lunch. He’s taking delicate bites, savoring it, like some kind of sandwich sommelier. He raises an eyebrow at me noncommittally.

      “Are you rethinking this stupid idea of turning me into your maid?” I ask, licking a bit of mustard off my thumb. He watches the movement hungrily for a moment, making me shift uncomfortably, but then he just shakes his head and smiles kindly at me, which is somehow worse.

      “I’ll buy you a cookbook.”
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      Hernando gives me my iPad back, albeit with some pretty rigid parental controls installed. This little favor, of course, is so I can access the most humiliating genre of YouTube tutorials: how to run a vacuum, how to mop, how to make a bed, how to boil water. I can’t believe this is what my life has been reduced to. More than that, I can’t believe I’m just letting it happen. Logically, I know I don’t have much of a choice, not if I want any chance at freeing myself and my people from under Vega’s thumb. I can’t keep provoking him, can’t keep fighting the ever-tightening chains he’s bound me in. No, my best bet is to play along for now, make him think I’m a docile captive, until I find a way out. Unfortunately, playing along means spending the larger portion of my days lugging cleaning supplies around my oversized home, sweating through my clothes by noon. I don’t know how Kate did it, especially with her bad knees. Maybe this is how she got the bad knees.

      I’m dutifully returning the iPad when the date on the home screen catches my eye. I do a double take. In the chaos of my captivity, I’d lost complete track of time. It was a Thursday when they took over my home, maybe a Friday. Now, it’s Tuesday.

      “I have to go somewhere tomorrow,” I tell Vega, leaving no room for argument in my tone. “It’s a baby shower in Buckhead. I already missed a charity thing Sunday, and I bet I’ve got a lot of missed calls on my phone. People will start to notice if I just drop off the face of the planet.”

      Vega and Miel glance at each other. Surely they’ve thought of this. They’ve certainly thought of everything else. Maybe they thought they’d have longer to tame me before they had to return me to the public eye. I might seem fairly unpopular, a bit of a social hermit, but I just prefer to keep a bit of a low profile these days.

      “Do you have a calendar of these events?” Vega asks, turning back to me.

      “On my phone.”

      Vega nods at Brock, who runs off to wherever they’ve locked my shit away. In a moment he returns with my smartphone, which Vega hands over.

      “No bullshit,” he says, as I tap in my password. “Just open the calendar.”

      I roll my eyes at him. It would take a real idiot to try and call for help while surrounded by her armed captors.

      I do as I’m told, then hand the phone back. Vega has Miel share the calendar with herself, then the phone disappears into his pants pocket, and I fight to keep my eyes from following its trajectory.

      “Alright,” Vega says with finality, crossing his arms. “Miel will escort you to this event tomorrow. Make an excuse as to why you’ve been MIA, a good one. From now on, excuse yourself from these things. We don’t have time for this bullshit.”

      “Okay,” I say. “I’ll need a gift. All the good shit on the registry is long gone, I’m sure. And Miel will need a new outfit, unless I’m supposed to tell all my friends that my plus-one is my kidnapper, or maybe a biker I picked up off the street.”

      The guys all turn to look at Miel, who defensively crosses her arms over her faded t-shirt and skin-tight leather leggings.

      “Find her something from your closet,” Vega instructs me, sighing in defeat. “Brock, take a look at the registry and buy a gift. Figure out the rest of the details amongst yourself. I’ve got better shit to do than keep talking about a fucking baby shower. Selina, bring me lunch in the study in fifteen.”

      Could it really be this easy? He’s just letting me go? I twist my hands in my lap to hide the thin tremor of hope in my fingers, watching Vega turn toward the door. Maybe escape isn’t so far out of reach, after all.

      “Don’t get it twisted, princesa.” And suddenly, Vega’s big hand is wrapped around my arm, and I’m gasping. Miel and the guys cast their eyes away from us, and my instinct is to do the same, but Vega cuts me off. Grabbing my chin, he lifts my head until I’m forced to meet his icy glare. He sees right through me, and as his fingerprints press into my flesh, I can’t believe there was ever a moment I thought I could be free from his possession. He doesn’t need to say it, but he does, running the calloused pad of his thumb over my bottom lip in a way that is both tender and threatening. “If Miel loses sight of you for even a moment, I start breaking fingers. And if you breathe word of this to anyone, well, I start breaking necks.”
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      Miel is dead silent as she drives us to Buckhead. She insisted I sit in the front passenger seat, as opposed to the backseat, which I instinctively slid into. “I’m not your fucking chauffeur,” she’d snapped. She then started playing a country radio station, and when I complained that just because we live in the South doesn’t mean we have to pretend to like this shit, she gave me a death scowl. Maybe she’s saving all her good vibes for the shower.

      “What am I supposed to tell people?” I ask as we take our exit off 85. “I mean, about you. Are you a new blue blood who just moved to Atlanta? My adult nanny? A journalist shadowing me for a thrilling tell-all?”

      Miel exhales loudly. I don’t know what her problem is. I found my suggestions charming.

      “Keep it simple,” she says, glancing at the maps app on her phone as we near our destination. “Say I’m your personal assistant, or whatever you people call it.”

      “Adult nanny,” I chirp, grinning at the sullen woman. She scares me slightly less than Vega, and that makes me brazen. Plus, being off the estate for the first time in days is giving me some kind of natural high, even if I am still on a tight leash, to say the least. I force myself to shake the mental image of what could happen if I step out of line, even accidentally.  “At least, that’s what Karena Jennings calls hers. I’m not even kidding, it’s ridiculous.”

      “If I hear the words ‘adult nanny’ one more time, you’re not making it back alive,” Miel snaps, and I can’t help but laugh. It’s probably born from hysteria, but it still feels good. Out of the corner of my eye I see her cracking a small smile. “We’re here.”

      I tell Miel to leave the car with the valet, despite her protests, then take a deep breath and put my game face on. As the elevator slowly rises, my heart beats faster in my chest. Somehow, this return to my old life feels more challenging than the Cinderella role I’ve been playing at home. How do I act like the same Selina these high society women have always known, with the invisible press of a gun between my shoulders the whole time? I feel like a pig being led to slaughter, even as the chrome doors slide open and reveal a luxurious scene of champagne, silk, and fresh flowers. I hear Miel inhale sharply beside me. I bet she was picturing a bunch of homely ladies sitting around playing games with toilet paper and clothes pins, munching on pigs-in-a-blanket. But no, if I have to get used to her world, she has to get used to mine.

      “Selina!” A perfectly round Ginny Lott, the star of this little shindig, flings herself into my arms for a hug. “I wasn’t sure you would make it. The party planner said you didn’t RSVP, and I didn’t see you at the St. Jude’s brunch Sunday. But I’m so glad you’re here! And who’s this?”

      She gestures at Miel, who smiles awkwardly from behind our big gift box. I can see her moving to hand the gift over and I quickly lay a hand on her arm to stop her.

      “This is my new personal assistant, Miel,” I say. “Miel, this is Ginny Lott, our guest of honor. Her husband is a VP with Turner.”

      “Don’t tell anyone, but we’re losing the V by the end of the year,” Ginny says in a conspiratorial whisper, with a little wink. “Anyway, thanks so much for coming out. Grab some champagne and enjoy it while you can!”

      The woman points down at her swollen belly and makes a dramatically pained face, then disappears back into the crowd before I have time to fake a chuckle. I point out the gift table to Miel, then grab a champagne flute from a tray as it glides by.

      “This is fancy as fuck,” Miel hisses to me when she returns empty handed.

      “I thought you said this life was what y’all wanted,” I point out snidely, taking a long sip of bubbly. “Better get used to it.”

      Miel just glares at me silently, then gives the half-drained champagne flute in my hand a pointed look. “Don’t drink too much. The last thing we need is you getting buzzed and chatty.”

      “Don’t worry, I can handle myself,” I say with an eye roll, then gasp as I see another friend approaching. “Isla!”

      I do the mandatory air kisses with my neighbor, then the proper introductions. Isla del Rey and her husband own a massive publishing conglomerate, having combined the companies they each inherited from a long line of publishing royalty. Their estate is down the road from mine, and probably twice as large.

      “What do you need a personal assistant for?” Isla teases, in that trademark half-joking-half-genuinely-cruel style of hers. “Was your busy schedule of day drinking and lounging by the pool getting to be too much for you to handle?”

      I laugh mirthlessly and give Miel a subtle told-you-so look. There’s absolutely no reason an unemployed heiress like me would need a personal assistant, but it’s not like they gave me a better cover story.

      “Actually, do I know you?” Isla asks Miel, giving her a slow up-and-down. “You look familiar.”

      With her dark, tight curls loose around her face, the sharp eyeliner scrubbed away, and in an old Chanel tea dress of mine, this Miel looks nothing like the Miel who broke down my door. Still, her shoulders square at Isla’s probing glance, and I can suddenly see in her narrowed eyes that there’s definitely a gun in that Coach crossbody I lent her.

      “I doubt it,” I step in quickly, before Miel’s naturally badass aura gives too much away. “I got her from up North. She’s new to Atlanta.”

      “Hmm,” Isla says, taking a long sip of champagne. “If you say so. I’ll see you around, Selina. Good luck with this one, she’s a real troublemaker.”

      Isla gestures at me with that last bit, winking at Miel showily. We both force a laugh and watch Isla strut away.

      I mingle for a little longer, snacking on chocolate-covered strawberries and working my way through as much champagne as Miel will let me get away with. Maybe it’s for the best that she’s holding me back. I’d drain every bottle in this building if I thought it would make me forget my predicament for even a moment. I feel like I’ve fallen down the rabbit hole, trapped in a mental nightmare while floating through this pastel daydream. It’s almost time for us to make a sly exit when Pennilyn Hunt approaches us.

      “Miss Palacios,” the older gentlewoman says, shaking my hand delicately. She must instinctively sense that Miel is “the help,” because she doesn’t acknowledge my companion at all. “I haven’t been able to reach you lately. Is everything alright?”

      “Yes, of course,” I say, smiling brightly. “I’ve just been doing a digital detox.” At the woman’s blank expression, I go on. “It’s when you take a break from social media, electronics, all that stuff. It’s supposed to be good for your mental health.”

      “Sounds like the first two-thirds of my life,” Mrs. Hunt huffs, and I giggle a little, but she just gives me a humorless look. “That’s all well and good, dear, but I desperately need to be in contact with you about the gala in September. What am I to do, fax you?”

      This time Miel is the one who chuckles, but this also turns out not to be a joke.

      “Of course, sorry for the inconvenience, Mrs. Hunt,” I say. “You can contact my personal assistant here, and she’ll make sure I get the message. Miel, this is about our upcoming anti-gang violence fundraiser. You know, our big push to clean up Atlanta’s streets once and for all.”

      Miel glares at my snide smile and gets her phone out and turns back to the older woman. “Of course, how wonderful. Can I get your contact info, Mrs. Hunt? I’ll be in touch.”

      As we wait for the valet to bring our car back around, Miel adjusts her purse strap and shifts on the kitten heels I lent her. “Not that I need to explain anything to you, but we’re not the bad guys you think we are.”

      Sure,” I say, raising my eyebrows doubtfully. “Of course not. You’re just kidnappers, blackmailers, torturers, but not bad guys.”

      “You’re right,” Miel says after a beat, and her face shifts back into an unreadable mask. Whatever brief camaraderie we shared here today is over. “I guess we are all those things.”

      I can hear the unfinished nature of the sentence hanging in the air between us, but I don’t dare press for more. What does this mean? Is there more to my captors than meets the eye? Is this about more than money? But no, I remind myself, as the valet pulls the car around and we step in, leaving the palatial penthouse party behind. Nothing is ever about anything other than money. And none of them, especially not Vega, are anything more than the villains of my story.
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      When the girls return from the baby shower I have Miel come into the study to recap. I pour us both whiskeys, something old and overpriced that neither of us has the palate to truly appreciate, and gesture for her to make herself comfortable in the cushy seat across from me.

      “Just like old times, huh?” Miel quips, raising her glass at me. I grin at her half-joke. The old times in question involved us sitting in smoky alleys and filthy backrooms, guzzling cheap beer and biding our time. For nearly a decade, Miel endured terrible things for our old boss, and I, well, I inflicted much worse. That’s what people like us, people from our neighborhood, do to survive. But now, after years of planning and painstaking patience, we’re finally past that. It’s an enormous risk, one that would cost us everything if it failed, but that’s why I will not fail.

      “How was the baby thing?” I ask, taking another sip of my whiskey. It sure goes down smooth, but so does Old Crow when you’re thirsty enough. “Any trouble?”

      “That shit was bougie as fuck,” Miel says, flexing that sailor mouth of hers I love so much. “More rich white ladies than you’ve ever seen. Your girl did good, though. No bullshit.”

      “That’s good,” I say, drumming my fingers on the oak desk thoughtfully. I’m glad Selina is learning her new place so fast. It’s good survival skills.

      “She was poking at me for information, though,” Miel goes on, between gulps of whiskey. “What are you going to tell her, Javi?”

      “About us?” I ask, raising an eyebrow. Miel nods in affirmation. “Nothing. All she needs to know is that she’s ours now, and she better behave if she wants to remain in our good graces.”

      Miel hesitates, then knocks back the rest of her booze before asking what’s really on her mind. She may be my oldest friend, but even she knows better than to test me.

      “I’ve seen the way you look at her,” Miel says, holding my gaze challengingly. “Are you sure this is just about her money?”

      I set my jaw and stare the girl down, letting her know with my eyes that this is the last time I’ll be entertaining this line of questioning. “Of course it is. Do you really think I’d put everything at risk, endanger myself and you, for anything less than that? Selina is just a pawn in our way.”

      Miel holds my eyes for a beat longer, then raises her brows in defeat and flops back into her seat. “If you say so. All I’m saying is maybe you should let me handle Selina for now, so you can focus on the endgame.”

      “No,” I say without hesitation. I trace my thumb around the rim of the tumbler, trying to figure out what the difference is between crystal and glass. “Selina is mine.”
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      Despite her half-assed attempts, Selina turns out to be a godawful cook. The girl can barely boil water.

      I’m confirming recipients for next month’s deposits when Brock raps his knuckles on the study door. I glance up. Brock is tall, with the kind of slim build that is deceptively strong. White boy has tossed me on my ass one too many times in our training. Today, in a casual t-shirt, sweats, and that ridiculous man bun he refuses to let us shame him into chopping off, he looks better fit for a poetry slam in Brooklyn than for the questionable kind of business we run.

      “What’s up?” I ask, pulling my earbuds out.

      “I wanted to talk to you about Selina,” he says, shifting uncomfortably as I quirk an eyebrow. “Specifically, about her cooking.”

      I sigh, massaging my temples. “Yeah, I know. It’s been a little rough lately.”

      “I know you’re playing some kind of kinky domination game with her,” Brock begins.

      “Not kinky,” I cut him off, pursing my lips. “I’m teaching Selina her new place. That’s been the plan all along.”

      “Right, of course,” Brock says quickly. “But can we maybe veto the cooking part of that plan? It’s been days since we’ve had a decent meal. I can take over, I actually enjoy that shit.”

      I study the man. When I was a kid, my mother taught me how to cook eggs. It was fun, and I started making my own breakfasts, until my father belted me for it. Cooking is woman’s work, he had said, and he better not catch me doing that shit again. Now, half a continent and a couple decades away, I still haven’t touched a stove since. However, Brock looks genuinely willing, so I wave my hand in apathetic approval of his request.

      “Sure, suit yourself. Try to teach Selina something while you’re at it. She doesn’t get to shirk her duties just because she’s bad at them.”

      “You got it, boss,” Brock says, with a little mock salute as he leaves.

      When I hear his footsteps fade down the hall, I tab through my open windows to the security footage. I spot Selina on Camera #14, dusting bookshelves in the library. The camera image is grayscale and fuzzy, but I can’t help but be drawn to her blurred silhouette as she rises on tiptoes to reach the top shelf. Her top rides up a little, revealing a sliver of lower back to the camera. My gaze lingers on the curve of her ass in those jeans, the tip of her long ponytail swinging like a pendulum just above it. Hypnotizing.

      I startle slightly when my phone begins buzzing. It’s Hernando, according to caller ID. I shut down the camera feed and pick up the call impatiently.

      “What’s up, H? I’m busy.”

      “We have to talk, now,” Hernando says, and I can tell from the urgency in his voice that shit is about to go down. “There’s someone at the gate to see Selina.”
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      I’m tidying up the library when Vega storms in, shoulders tight and jaw set. I straighten, my first reaction being to spit some snarky remark his way, but something about his serious expression stops me.

      “What’s wrong?” I ask, gripping the feather duster with both hands.

      “Your friend, Isla,” Vega says, just as Miel runs up behind him, looking equally on edge. “She’s on her way here. Hernando stalled her at the gatehouse for as long as he could but she’ll be pulling up any second.”

      Shit. I should be at least a little buoyed by the sliver of hope that my captors might get busted, but their subtle panic must be contagious because all I feel is anxiety. If Isla senses something is wrong here, which isn’t too hard to pick up on these days, she’ll nag away until she cracks this wide open, and that doesn’t end well for any of us, especially the hostage help.

      I allow myself two deep breaths, then I go into problem-solving mode.

      “You,” I say, pointing at Miel, who as usual is dressed like a dominatrix on casual Friday. “Go change. Grab some slacks out of my closet and a nice top. Then get us some drinks and bring them to the lounge. Isla thinks you’re my assistant, remember?”

      Miel glances at Vega, who considers this for a moment, then gives her a nod. The woman vanishes to do as told.

      “And you,” I say to Vega, as I set the duster down and shake my hair out of its ponytail. “Get lost. Don’t let her see you. Tell your guys to do the same.”

      I turn to leave the library but Vega grabs my bicep and pulls me back. I trip a little, not having expected pushback, but his iron grip steadies me.

      “You don’t tell me what to do, princesita,” Vega says in a cold tone, his fingers digging deep into my arm.

      “I’m just trying to help you,” I snap back, fighting the urge to try and pull away. I know the gesture would be useless. “I know how to handle people like Isla. She’ll freak out if she sees you.”

      Vega says nothing, but his grip softens ever so slightly. He reaches up to my face with his free hand, and again, I have to resist the instinct to flinch back. He runs his thumb over my cheekbone, probably wiping away some residual dust or grime from cleaning. I shiver slightly at his disarmingly gentle touch, and struggle to even out my breath.

      “You don’t tell me what to do,” my captor says again, releasing me. “Go get rid of your friend. No bullshit. We’ll be watching you.”

      “I know,” I say, dashing to the door. Isla is probably already pulling up the drive. “Oh, um, maybe you should close the study door, or any other room that’s literally full of guns. Just a friendly suggestion.”
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      I make it to the drive just as Isla’s chauffeur is opening her door for her. She glides out, legs first, and lets him take her hand with a cheeky little grin she really thinks she can get away with.

      “Isla,” I say as a greeting as the woman gives me European pecks on both cheeks.

      “Selina,” she returns. When she pulls back, she gives me a once-over with a frown. “What the hell are you wearing? And why are you opening your own doors? Where is Kate?”

      I wipe my hands self-consciously on my jeans and resist the urge to pull at the hem of my t-shirt. Standing next to Isla and her McQueen get-up, I look more like the help than a fellow heiress. I guess that’s the point of Vega’s little mind games, to make me feel as low as I do right now.

      “Um, I was doing some gardening, my therapist suggested it,” I mutter, leading her into the house. “And Kate finally retired. She’s been with my family since before I was born, you know. I’m still looking for a half-decent replacement, she left some big shoes to fill.”

      I can feel Vega’s eyes on us as I beeline to the lounge. I can only hope that Isla won’t notice the creepy cameras installed everywhere.

      “Good help is impossible to find these days,” Isla says with a huff, collapsing into an armchair and tossing her purse aside. “Matty and I have been looking for a new cook for weeks now, after Pilar up and got pregnant. I swear, we might as well just hire the baby at this point. It’ll be of working age by the time we find a decent candidate.”

      I force a meager chuckle as Miel blessedly appears with a tray of drinks. She changed, as instructed, but her makeup still looks a little too wild for the setting.

      Luckily, Isla barely glances at her, taking the glass she’s handed without a second look, much less a thank you. One sip and she grimaces, shoving the glass back at the startled Miel.

      “What is this?”

      “Sweet tea,” Miel says, giving me a confused frown.

      “What are we, children? Bring us the good stuff, Miel,” Isla says, blurring the two syllables into a long ee sound.

      “Get us some mojitos,” I suggest, forcing a smile. “Please.”

      Miel gives me a look I can’t quite decipher before she disappears again.

      “Is this more of your therapist’s doing? Gardening, digital detox, non-Long-Island tea?” Isla asks with a completely decipherable look, kicking her stilettoed foot in the air impatiently. “She sounds like a prude. Let me hook you up with my life coach. Life coaches are all the rage now, ask anyone. None of that touchy-feely bullshit. Plus, Rodrigo is a real smokeshow.”

      Isla gives me a theatrical wink at that, and I manage to choke out a giggle. Has my neighbor-slash-frenemy always been this grating, or am I just especially on edge today?

      “What brings you here today, Isla?” I cut to the chase, making the woman pout her shiny pink lips.

      “I just wanted to see you, sweetie,” she says, pitching her voice higher in an attempt to be cutesy, a trick that doesn’t work on me, since I don’t happen to own a dick. “It’s been forever. You’ve been cooped up here for way too long. You have to come out to the club with me someday. Or the spa! They just got this new masseuse, I swear, he is the happy end—”

      There’s a light rapping at the door and I glance up, expecting Miel with the booze I’m more and more desperate for by the second. Instead, Vega leans against the frame, looking like a wolf in sheep’s clothing. Rather than his usual leather jacket, he’s in a suit. Something cheap and slightly ill-fitting, but a suit nevertheless. It covers his tattoos and somewhat obscures his muscular build, but nothing can mask the dangerous glint in his smile.

      I give him panicked eyes, just as Isla glances between us conspicuously, mouth dropping in mock shock.

      “Selina, you must tell me who this is,” she says, widening her eyes at me pointedly.

      “Um,” I hesitate, my mind blanking on any plausible explanation. My pseudo-kidnapper? My blackmailer? The man who follows me with his cameras everywhere I go, and won’t stop playing power games with my mind? The man whose muscled arms and long lashes haunt both my nightmares and my daydreams?

      “I’m Javier Vega,” he says, reaching out for a handshake. “Miss Palacios and I are business associates.”

      “Javier Vega,” Isla purrs, taking Vega’s outstretched hand in a sensuous way that makes my own hands curl into fists in my lap. “I’ve never heard of you.”

      “I’m new in town,” Vega says, discreetly pulling his hand back when Isla tries to hold on for a beat too long. “You must be Isla del Rey, of Royal Press. I’ve been hoping to meet you.”

      “Oh, really?” Isla says, uncrossing and recrossing her legs, making that tiny skirt ride up half an inch higher. I’m going to kill her. Is a husband and a secret lover not enough for her?

      Miel returns just in time to keep me from breaking, handing out mojitos all around. Isla takes a long swig of hers and seems satisfied, although she still doesn’t thank Miel. I don’t know why that suddenly bugs me. God knows we never thanked Kate for waiting on us hand and foot. I take a big gulp of my own drink, needing the rum to dull my rapidly sharpening edges, but all I taste is club soda and mint. I frown at Miel, and she gives me a surreptitious nod. That bitch. She made me a virgin drink, in my time of greatest need.

      “So what kind of business are you and Selina into these days?” Isla asks, twirling the stirrer in her mojito coquettishly. I swear I can hear, see, even taste the wink in her tone.

      “Investments,” Vega says, and I perk up. Is that a clue, a tidbit of truth? “As you know, Miss Palacios has acquired a significant fortune and I’m here to help her put that money to good use.”

      Acquired. He makes it sound like I was an active participant in this. All I did was be born into the right moment, then outlive all other heirs to the Palacios throne. My muscle memory takes another big sip of my drink at the thought, but again all I get is club soda.

      “I have a significant fortune,” Isla says, that thin voice making her sound even more like a bragging child than her words do. I wish she would just sit on his face right here and get it over with. “Maybe you can come over and help me with it someday. I live just down the road.”

      “That’s true,” I pipe in, on the verge of snapping. “Isla and her husband do need some help.”

      Isla glares at me, but I see the corners of Vega’s mouth twitch up at the venom in my voice.

      “I’m afraid Miss Palacios will be keeping me plenty busy for some time,” Vega says politely.

      “Isla, why did you say you were here, again?” I ask irritably, ready for this dumb little charade to be over.

      “Oh, I came here to invite you personally to the garden party Matty and I are throwing next week,” Isla says, dropping her own flirtation Olympics for a moment. “In fact, you should bring Javier as your plus one.”

      “That sounds fun,” Vega says, just as I’m reaching into my mind for an excuse to turn down the invitation. “We’d love to come, wouldn’t we, Selina?”

      I frown at him. He was the one who instructed me to limit my social engagements as much as possible. Is this because he wants to see Isla again? Get in her pants? Not that I care what he does with anyone’s pants. It’s just annoying.

      “Yeah, sure,” I say, going a third time for the comforting relief of rum and finding none. “Have your people send Miel the deets.”

      “You got it, sweetie,” Isla says, springing to her feet. “I better let you two get back to business. Javier, such a pleasure to meet you. Selina, walk me out.”

      I do as I’m told, pasting on a grin as my neighbor air-kisses my captor on both cheeks. Outside, she does the same to me as her driver patiently waits by.

      “Don’t worry, he’s all yours,” Isla stage-whispers in my ear, glancing pointedly back at the house as if I didn’t get the message. “I’ll keep my hands to myself. For now.”

      I simply smile back, knowing from experience that any protest will only fuel her fire. As soon as the driver shuts the door behind her, the facade of a smile drops. This bitch just opened up a dozen new cans of worms in my life, starting with that goddamn garden party.
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      After Isla del Rey finally leaves, Miel storms after me into the study, her little rain cloud act far less intimidating when she’s dressed in pastel.

      “You shouldn’t have agreed to go to that,” she snaps, slamming the door behind her as I lower myself into the lush leather chair behind the desk and shrug out of my suit jacket.

      She’s probably right, but I got caught up in the moment. Caught up in Selina’s jealousy, caught up in Isla’s attention, caught up in a rush of power like I’ve never felt before.

      “You know this only works if we keep a low profile,” Miel goes on, short, bare nails digging into the mahogany desk as she leans in close. “The stupid baby shower was bad enough. This sounds like an even bigger event. Photographers, journalists, every idiot with a phone and Instagram. All it takes is one slip and he’ll—”

      “I’m not stupid,” I snarl at my friend. “I know what’s at stake. Hell, if he finds us too soon, I’m the one who will pay for it. I’m not going to fuck this up for us over a damn party.”

      “You think you’re the only one who’ll suffer if things go bad?” Miel asks, a scoff in her voice as she tosses herself back in her seat in disbelief. “You know what he does to women he doesn’t like. It’s almost as bad as what he does to the ones he likes.”

      I sigh, pressing my fingertips into my temples. As usual, my friend and right hand has a point, but I’m not in the mood to acquiesce.

      “I’m going to the party,” I say after a beat. “I’ll keep a low profile. Won’t get photographed or anything. But I’m going. It’s a good chance to network, to reaffirm this new image of Selina, and to study up on this community we’re now a part of.”

      Miel says nothing, doesn’t even raise an eyebrow. She doesn’t have to. The disapproval rolls off of her in waves. She makes me sit in it a moment longer, then stands and stalks back out of the study.

      I wait for the door to swing all the way shut, then toss my head back and exhale. Just as fast as it arrived, the high of power and control leaves me again. The comedown is brutal.

      It’s easy to forget, in little moments in our new palace, surrounded by luxury like nothing I ever dreamed of. Easy to forget what drove us here, what can so easily snatch it all away. Almost subconsciously, my thumb traces a familiar spot on my left forearm. One long stripe, with two small lines stacked on top. I’ve drowned it out in dozens of new tattoos, but my skin always burns at the spot of the first mark, branded onto me in a smoky backroom when I was eleven, squirming in pain but biting my lip to keep from crying. Nothing good ever comes to boys who cry.

      I open my laptop, type in the password and launch the camera feed. I find her quickly, Selina, our fortune, our future, our freedom. She’s in the library again, duster in hand, but there’s a quake in her arm as she reaches to the next shelf. I watch, hypnotized, as she drops the instrument and her legs give out beneath her. She kneels in the middle of the library, face buried in her hands, shoulders wracked with sobs. I can’t hear the violence of her melancholy over the video feed, can only watch as she lets the tremors run through her. Not quite meaning to, I reach out and run the pad of my thumb over her silhouette on the screen. I’ve been waiting for her to crack, waiting for her to show me a hint of real emotion, not the front of anger and strength that she works so hard to maintain. It’s sick, but I feel a rush of pleasure as I watch the girl cry, knowing that I’m the cause of her breakdown. In another world, maybe I’m also the man who picks her up off the floor, wiping away the tears I invited, but in this one I simply watch. After a minute, she wipes her face with the hem of her t-shirt, stands, and gets back to work as if nothing had happened.

      She probably doesn’t deserve this, our little princess. But it doesn’t matter anymore. We need her. And this only works if we break her completely.
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      I fail to convince Vega and Miel to let me buy a new dress for Isla’s garden party. My captors are apparently quite stingy. Not that I care that much about a new dress for this goddamn party. What I really want is to get off the estate, even for a few hours. It’s been weeks, and I can feel the cabin fever starting to set in something fierce.

      Despite my own lack of new attire, Vega is quick to demand my black card so he can get himself a new suit for the affair. I let him go without comment, but on second thought I give him the name and address of my father’s favorite tailor. It stings a bit, to hand a shard of my parents’ memory over to the man who seems hellbent on destroying our name completely, but I force myself to remember that Kate’s life depends on this charade too. If my captors are caught, I know Vega will take me and everyone left that I love down with them. He’s a stranger to me still, but my instincts all shout that he’s not exactly the forgiving kind, and certainly not the type to go back on his word.

      I rope Miel into helping me pick a dress for the party, not necessarily because I trust her fashion sensitivities, but mostly because I’m hoping to extract some information from her under the guise of girl talk. Plus, I’m lonely as hell, and I’ll settle for even the morose company of the outlaw living under my roof and borrowing from my wardrobe.

      “I’m thinking one of these,” I say when Miel finally deigns to join me in my walk-in closet, plopping herself down onto an ottoman in the most unladylike fashion. I hold up two relatively seasonal dresses, neither of which I’ve been seen in lately. One is a blush pink wrap dress with big blue roses splashed about, the second a vintage-inspired teal number dotted with tiny white daisies.

      “Floral for a garden party?” Miel asks, taking a bite of the pear she brought with her. “Isn’t that a little cliché?”

      “What about black leather for a thug? How cliché is that?” I snap, tossing the dresses aside.

      Miel just raises an eyebrow. “Hey, you’re the one who asked me to help you. I have better shit to do, you know.”

      “Sure,” I say, pulling out another option, a pale slip dress, which she also shakes her head at. “Like what?”

      “You know I can’t tell you.”

      “Why? Who exactly are y’all afraid I’d tell?” I ask, falling into the seat across from her. “I don’t even keep a journal, for god’s sake.”

      Miel just shrugs, wiping a dribble of pear juice off her chin. “Boss’s orders.”

      “So Vega is your boss?” I ask as nonchalantly as I can, springing back up and returning to my dress selection in an attempt to appear casual. “I thought maybe he was like, your crime boyfriend or something.”

      Miel lets out a little guffaw at that, sounding more like a normal young woman than she ever has. “God no. Gross. Javi and I go way back, like cousins.”

      “Hmm,” I murmur, tiptoeing around the first seemingly honest, perhaps even friendly conversation we’ve ever had. I take the nickname Javi and slip it surreptitiously into my pocket for future reference. “How far back?”

      The girl considers it for a moment, pursing her bare lips thoughtfully. “I was eight when my mom got deported. That’s when I went to live with my Tia. Javi got there a few months later, right after his parents… You know what? You really don’t need to know any of this.”

      I deflate, left with so many more questions than answers. Miel sets her sticky half-eaten pear down on the plush white carpet, making my skin crawl, and joins me at the row of dresses.

      “Here, wear this one,” she says, grabbing an emerald green, long-sleeve lace dress. It’s exactly the opposite of what I’m expected to show up in, but somehow, it feels right. I take the dress from her and hold it up to myself in the mirror, admiring the way it makes my golden complexion glow. “Now that that’s done, let’s do something fun. Let’s make margs and go lay out by the pool, hmm?”

      Now it’s my turn to raise an eyebrow. “I thought you were busy.”

      She shrugs and gives me a conspiratorial grin. “Vega and the boys are away for a little longer, time for us to play. Unless you’d rather spend the whole day mopping or whatever the hell it is you’re supposed to be doing.”

      “Pool time sounds perfect,” I say quickly, practically bouncing in anticipation.

      “Thought so,” Miel says, heading to the door. “Oh, and your nosey neighbor isn’t around, so you get to make the drinks this time.”

      I quickly change into my favorite bikini, which has long been neglected since Vega took over my life, and blend up some frozen margs. I may not know how to make a decent meal to save my life but I can sure as hell mix a good cocktail. With a drink in each hand, I head out to the pool, but hesitate at the glass sliding door. Just outside, Miel is standing next to her chaise, pulling her thick curls up into a knot at the top of her head. Unlike her male partners, she’s not heavily tattooed, and I’ve never noticed the black mark sitting at the base of her spine before: one long, thick stripe, with two shorter ones above it. I’ve seen that before, I think, but I don’t know where.

      “Well?” she asks, turning and seeing me just standing there. I force a quick smile, pushing the door open with my bare foot and joining my most unexpected pal in the sun.
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      It takes way too long to get my damn suit fitted. Selina’s tailor is clearly accustomed to fitting a certain kind of man, the kind with lean muscle built just for show and all the time in the world. He doesn’t really know what to do with someone like me, rough and impatient. We’re both relieved when he’s finally done, sending me home with an overpriced pile of black cloth and strict care instructions I don’t intend to follow.

      When I get home, I can’t find Selina or Miel anywhere. I don’t let myself panic, making another round of the house and spot two bodies laying out by the pool as I circle back to the kitchen. I slide the glass door open and stalk out, arms crossed.

      “Oh, hey,” Miel says, raising shades I know aren’t hers to meet my gaze. “Are you going to model your fancy new suit for us?”

      “You wish,” I snap, too fiercely to match the jovial tone of my words. Miel and I can’t have friendly banter like this in front of our prisoner, not without undercutting the image I’m trying to maintain. “Selina, shouldn’t you be making us dinner right about now?”

      “I thought Brock did that now,” she says, sitting up and glancing back and forth between me and Miel, working that lush bottom lip nervously.

      “Well, then go find him and help him out,” I say, and she quickly scrambles to her feet. In nothing but a tiny scarlet bikini, every one of her curves is on display, her body a damn work of perfection in the golden setting sun. This is the last thing I need right now. “And put some fucking clothes on.”

      As Selina hurries away, Miel pouts up at me. “Are you the only one who gets to have fun with the princesita?”

      “She’s not your goddamn friend,” I say, snatching up the empty margarita glasses from the side table demonstratively. “You can’t just hang out and drink with her when you’re bored. She’s a means to an end, and we can’t let her forget that.”

      “I guess that’s a yes,” Miel says, glaring at me as she wraps up in her towel and storms back inside.

      As much as Miel has always been one of the guys, I can tell she sometimes hungers for female companionship. I’d share Selina if I thought Miel had it in her to play rough. But I know what few others do, that under that hard veneer my friend is hiding a soft heart. I can’t risk letting her get close to our captive and going back on our plan. I need Miel on board, and I can already feel her resolve slipping a bit every day. She needs to remember that it’s us or Selina, and I will remind her myself if I have to.
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      Hernando drives us to the garden party. As I help Selina out of the car, I pull my shoulders back and clench my jaw in preparation. Ahead of us lies a sea of white people in billowing pastel dresses and seersucker sports coats. I tug at the collar of my crisp new shirt, on edge, wishing I’d ignored Selina’s protests and brought just one more gun.

      “Here,” she says, undoing my top button and brushing off the shoulders of my conspicuously new jacket. She’s so close I can feel her breath on me, feel her fingertips loosely brushing my skin, leaving trails of hot fire in their wake.

      “I’m fine,” I say, shrugging her off. “Now, where can a man get a drink at a party like this?”

      Selina pulls away, something flitting across her face too fast for me to identify. She leads me deeper into the party and I follow, watching the way her long hair dances around her waist, the confident way her legs strut through the thick grass even in stilettos. In her vibrant green dress, paired with red lips, she stands out even more than I do in this crowd. So much for laying low.

      “Here,” she says, snatching two thin flutes off the tray of a passing waiter. “Now stop being a dick. You’re the one who wanted to come here.”

      I take a sip of the sweet, lightly carbonated drink. A mimosa. I don’t think I’ve ever had one before. Not sure when I would have had any reason to.

      “Smile,” I remind my scowling princess as I spot Isla marching across the vast yard with purpose. “Remember, not a word, not even a look, to anyone about anything.”

      I can see the bite in Selina’s eyes as she measures a response to that, but in the end she chooses to remain silent, turning to Isla with an enormous grin instead.

      “Selina, Javier, I’m so happy you could make it,” Isla purrs, leaning in for quick kisses with Selina, then me, pressing her body against me for a beat too long. “Selina, you look… quite yourself, as always.”

      “Thank you,” Selina says almost genuinely, turning to me quickly to prove she’s still smiling despite the trying nature of this conversation. “Nice shindig. What’s the occasion?”

      “Royal Press just signed another big-name author,” Isla boasts, practically undressing me with her eyes right here. She’s tiny, but she certainly has a way of towering over everyone around her. “A fantasy writer, I think. Another crazy old guy with a nasty beard for our collection. Anyway, you know I hate talking business at a party. Let’s drink!”

      Isla grabs a mimosa off another ever-passing tray, and we all cheers politely.

      “How’s Matty?” Selina asks before Isla’s flute has even left her lips.

      “Hmm?” Isla raises her dark eyebrows. “Oh, you know, just thrilled to have one more moneymaker in our deck. The boys are playing croquet down by the gazebo, actually. Oh, you should go join them, Javier!”

      What the hell is croquet? I take another sip to buy time, but Selina is already beaming at the suggestion.

      “That’s a fantastic idea,” she says, voice syrup sweet, but I can see from the hardness in her eyes that she sees right through me. She knows I don’t belong in her world, thinks that I don’t deserve the spot in it that I stole for myself. After all this, she still thinks I’m the kind of man she can fuck around with.

      “Let’s go,” Isla is already running off with a gleeful bounce in her step, Selina chasing after her, leaving me no choice but to follow.

      In a clearing just past the loitering crowd and the cheery string quartet, a handful of men stand around some brightly colored balls in the grass, holding tiny, cartoonish clubs. Luckily for me, it seems that croquet is little more than a fucking joke.

      “Matty!” Isla crows, waving over one of the younger men of the bunch. With his messy hair and somewhat scruffy beard, the man hardly looks like someone who would possess one of the largest publishing houses in the country, not to mention his insane net worth and the hot wife clinging to his arm. But when he reaches out for a handshake, he does so with the confident grip of a man who’s never known anything but power.

      “Mateo,” the man clarifies to me, making Isla giggle. Suddenly, she’s the poster image of a devoted wife. “You must be Javier Vega, the new business partner of Selina’s that Isla’s been telling me about.”

      “That’s me,” I say, squaring my shoulders and taking a step back to wrap an arm around Selina’s waist. She squirms slightly under my grip but dutifully keeps the smile pasted on her face.

      “Babe, Javier wants to play with y’all,” Isla says, batting those mile-long eyelashes. I smile politely, feeling like a new kid on the block. Back home, you proved yourself by punching your way into the circle. I bet in Mateo’s world, you get in by your mommy asking the other kids politely.

      “Sure,” he says, eying the group of men lazily standing about the field, then pointing at one of the older guys. “Tell you what, Mr. Fitzgerald is about due for a break. You can swap in on blue.”

      I go to follow him, but Selina grabs my sleeve and pulls me back for a moment.

      “Do you know how to play?” she whispers in my ear. Fuck, I swear her lips just brushed me. The thought of her red lipstick marking my earlobe makes my cock twitch.

      “I’m pretty damn sure I can figure it out,” I hiss back, pulling away, shoving the inappropriate thoughts deeper. This event is dangerous enough without my dick distracting me.

      “Well, good luck!” she singsongs after me as I catch up with Mateo. I wonder if I’m the only one who can hear the thick sarcasm in her voice.

      “Nice get,” Mateo says to me with a wink when we’re out of earshot of the women, as Fitzgerald gladly hands over his blue mallet and focuses his attention back on the drink in his hand.

      “Miss Palacios?” I ask, playing dumb. This croquet club, or whatever they call it, feels like a toy in my hands. “We’re just business partners.”

      “Uh huh,” Mateo says with a sardonic edge, slapping me hard on the back. “Oh, and don’t worry, after the game us guys are cracking open a Sazerac. No more mimosas for you, my man.”

      “Fantastic,” I say, glancing at the small group around us. I bet they all sit at desks for a living, those who even have to put up a pretense at work, that is. I bet they all have soft hands, hands that have never held a gun, never drawn blood. Hands that have never taken a life. “Let’s play.”

      I glance back up at the sidelines, where a moment ago Isla and Selina stood close together, visions in pale pink and that enchanting emerald green.

      Now, however, Selina is nowhere to be seen.
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      I march toward the house as fast as I can without making a scene. The first moment Vega was distracted, I told Isla I needed to visit the little girls’ room and made a break for it. It’s only a matter of minutes, maybe seconds, until he notices I’m gone, and he won’t hesitate to chase after me. Better to draw attention to himself now than to deal with the repercussions of me telling the world what he’s done to me.

      Once I’m out of view of the party I kick my Jimmy Choos into the grass and break into a run. I contemplated hiding out in one of Isla’s many guest rooms or empty closets until the coast was clear, but as long as I’m within reach, Vega will never let me go. No, my only chance is to run as far and as fast as I can. I know that I might be endangering Kate and my guards with my actions, but I also might be saving them. Besides, now that I’ve gotten to know my captors a bit better, I want to believe they aren’t truly capable of hurting innocents. Especially not Miel. There’s more to her than meets the eye. But Vega… There’s still something in those dark eyes of his that convinces me that he’s capable of anything, and maybe that’s why I must run now, dangerous though it may be.

      There’s no one at the stables, thankfully, not even a spare stable boy or cute jockey for Isla’s entertainment. I scramble to the tack wall, grabbing the first saddle I see, and find Isla’s favorite mare. Isla constantly brags about her racing lineage. She’ll be fast, it’s in her blood, and I’ll be gone. It’s in my blood. My fingers shake as I struggle to fasten the buckle, stirrups jingling quietly. The mare knickers, confused by the amateur fumblings of a stranger.

      “It’s okay, baby,” I murmur, giving her a quick pat for reassurance. “We’ll be okay.”

      “Will you?”

      I shriek in surprise and spin around, spooking the horse. She whinnies and rears up, all muscle and iron-clad hooves. In a moment, the intruder is grabbing me and pulling me out from under the frightened animal. The momentum throws me back against the stall across the hallway, the impact winding me nearly as much as the realization of who saved me.

      Vega.

      “I warned you not to fuck with me,” he says, voice cold and sharp. Solemnly, he latches the open stall door shut, locking my chance at freedom up, and turns to me. “You sure as hell know better than to try something this stupid.”

      “I’m not going to just sit back and let you ruin my life,” I tell him, forcing my shoulders back defiantly. “You got me this time, but I won’t stop trying. I’ll get away from you eventually, you’ll see, and I’ll make you pay for what you’ve done to me.”

      Vega closes the distance between us in a heartbeat, caging me against the worn wood of the stable wall. I hold his gaze, meeting fire with fire, although I’ll never be able to match the barely contained violence that seems to be permanently etched onto his face.

      “I’ve done nothing to you,” he growls, his breath hot on my face. “I’ve taken nothing you can’t live without.”

      “You took my freedom. You took my future. You’re taking my soul.” My hand flies up to strike my tormentor, an animal instinct in me driven by pure rage. He catches my wrist easily, his calloused fingers clenching around my thin arm like a vise. He doesn’t raise a hand to me, doesn’t even flinch, but I feel the danger rolling off him like waves. He’s going to hurt me. He’s going to punish me. He wants it, wants it bad. He needs it. And for a moment, I feel like I might need it, too.

      Instead, Vega just tightens his grip on my wrist and takes a step closer to me, close enough to touch. Our chests heave in unison, something intense and violent between us. He terrifies me, this man that seems determined to ruin me, yet somehow I still feel drawn into his dark vortex. Like a moth to a flame. Like a broken woman to a dangerous man.

      A worse thought crosses my mind. He’s not going to hurt me. He’s going to kiss me.

      But he doesn’t do either, in the end.

      “I told you before,” Vega says, digging his fingers into my flesh one more time before letting go, jerking away from me. I sag back against the stall door, heart pounding fast. “If you fight me, you only hurt yourself.”

      “You don’t know me,” I say to his retreating back, clutching my sore wrist close to my chest. That’ll probably leave a bruise, but the physical pain isn’t what’s making my eyes sting with hot tears. “I’m not scared of you, Javier Vega. You can hurt me, but you won’t ever break me.”

      “If you truly believe that, then you don’t know me,” he echoes my words, but they carry truer weight on his tongue. He still doesn’t turn back to me, his wide figure a menacing silhouette at the barn door. “It’s time for you to learn, Selina. I’m not a man you can run from.”
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      It infuriates me, the fact that she thought she could betray me and get away with it. It means she still doesn’t fear me like she should, still hasn’t truly learned her place in my household. God, the ways I want to punish her are countless. If I could have it my way, I’d be bending her over her father’s desk right now, spanking her perky ass raw until she screamed for relief. But why wait until we get home? I could take her here, binding her thin wrists to the stable wall and taking one of those riding crops…

      I shake the dirty thoughts from my mind, because that’s not the game I’m playing. She’ll stay within the confines of the house because she wants to, because she knows it’s the only way to survive. And when she comes to my bed, well, that will be because she wants to, too.

      “What are you going to do to me?” Selina says behind me in a tremulous voice.

      I keep my back to her for just a moment longer, inhaling deeply. I can’t control her if I can’t control myself. “The question is, what are you going to do to them?”

      I don’t have to tell her who I mean. Her eyes go wide in understanding, and it’s delicious, the way I can see her insides crumble as she realizes the full weight of the mistake she’s made. She ran because she wasn’t truly afraid of me, because she thought I was soft, and now I must prove her wrong.

      I pull out my phone, dangerous as a loaded gun in this moment. “Someone has to pay for your betrayal, Selina. Who will it be? The nanny, or the guards?”

      “Both of them?” she breathes, and I nod. I can see the dilemma play out on her face, but this isn’t a thought experiment in ethics. She knew what her answer was going to be before I even posed the question.

      “Why can’t it just be me?” Selina begs, letting herself meet my eyes for a moment. I wonder if she means it. I wonder if under the veneer of self-sacrifice and philanthropy, she’s just like everyone else. Just like me. Willing to do anything to survive.

      “You know that’s not how this works, princess,” I murmur, reaching out to cradle her chin, running my thumb over her quivering bottom lip. It’s a gesture of control as much as it is one of comfort. If I wanted her dead, I wouldn’t bother playing these games with her. I expect her to pull away from my touch, but she leans into it nearly imperceptibly, letting herself fall quietly into my grasp. She craves my possession almost as much as I do, even though she may not know it yet. She needed to run so that she could live with herself, and she needs to be punished so she has an excuse not to try again. And now, with my hand around her throat, she can be at peace with her choice by knowing that she has none.

      “Eddie and Alan,” she whispers, eyes closed. “The guards.”

      I tap Hernando’s name on my phone and wait for the line to connect. She opens her eyes at the sound, brows furrowed in confusion. She thought she was done.

      “Tell him,” I say, nodding at the phone as H picks up. “Tell him what has to be done.”

      “The guards,” Selina repeats hoarsely, the words strained. “Kill the guards.”

      A sick thrill runs through my chest as I click the phone off. I never told her that someone had to die for her betrayal, only that someone had to pay. She made this decision, even if she doesn’t realize it. She decided I was capable of killing two men, and that made her capable of the same sin. Her fear is erotic, and I expect her to break down into tears, but she doesn’t. She just sentenced two men to death, yet she holds her body stoically solid, still leaning subtly into me even though I’m no longer holding her. It’s a new shade of ruthlessness that I’d never expected to see in my little captive. I knew there was fight in her, but this is something darker, something grittier and more carnivorous. It’s just a shadow of it, and perhaps something I shouldn’t be rewarding in my prisoner, but right now it makes me lose all control. I take her by the shoulders and pull her into me, pressing my mouth against hers. She doesn’t hesitate, parting her lips easily to me. I don’t know if she wants me or if she simply understands at last that I own her, but in this moment she is soft and pliable against me. I bite her bottom lip too roughly, still furious at my princess for attempting to flee her cage, and she moans as the bitter taste of hot blood seeps into the kiss. It’s a sound that could easily be pain or pleasure, and I’m not sure which one I crave more.

      I want more, so much more, but I pull away before she gets a chance to. This doesn’t get to end on her terms.

      “Did you learn, princesita?”  I ask, watching her blink her dazed eyes slowly up at me. “Do you see what happens if you fight me?”

      She doesn’t answer me, but she doesn’t need to. I can see everything that I need to know in her eyes, in the subtle partition of her swollen lips. She’ll keep fighting me, it’s in her nature, but in her core she knows that she’s mine.
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      We settle into a twisted sort of routine over the next few weeks, me and my captors. I wake up early and do my morning meditations as the sun rises over the estate. Then I lay out breakfast for everyone, a spread of pastries from local bakeries, fresh fruit, and coffee. This part always feels like a scene from a movie, with everyone running into the kitchen in various states of dress, grabbing a quick bite and ribbing each other like siblings. This is when I almost feel like I’m part of the family, not a prisoner in my own home, tending to my wardens. Almost.

      Sooner or later, though, everyone scatters to whatever it is that they do during the day. They must have finally gotten Vega’s business up and running, because there’s no more time for video games in the den or sunbathing by the pool. Sometimes they go out in groups of three, or pairs, or every man for himself. They never all go out together though. Someone has to stay and babysit me, making sure I don’t get any ideas, even with the cameras following me everywhere I go and the threat of further deaths hanging heavy over my head. I like it best when Miel stays behind. She chats with me as if we’re friends, as long as I don’t dip into any of the dozen taboo topics between us. That includes Vega, their business, their past, what they spend their days doing, what my money is being used for, why I have to be involved in this at all. At least we still get to make small talk about the weather, TV shows we used to watch, and what’s going on in the outside world I can no longer access. I don’t mind when Hernando or Brock stay behind to watch me, either. They tend to be quieter, more hesitant to chat, but they’re still friendly. The longest days are when Vega is here. Even when he’s holed up in Dad’s old study I can feel his eyes on me everywhere, those damn cameras sticking to me like glue. I don’t know what his obsession with me is. I probably shouldn’t have made my escape attempt so early on, I suppose. I could have kept a low profile for a bit longer, proven my trustworthiness, then made a play at freedom. I could have saved Alan and Eddie’s lives. Making my intentions so clear was foolish, a snap reaction to the genuine terror I felt in his presence that day at the garden party. It was almost as foolish as letting him kiss me, especially after the horrible things he made me do. But maybe that was a reaction to the terror, too. His presence twists me up inside even when he’s just laughing with Miel or focused on his laptop. There’s a dark edge to him that always seems just under the surface, ready to explode at the slightest provocation. It frightens me, yes, but the longer I’m around him, the more I feel its pull. That scares me even more than he does, the idea that I’m capable of being drawn into the darkness myself. The decision I made in the stables that day only further proves that, although I do everything I can to make myself forget the sins I committed to protect myself and Kate. Alan and Eddie were loyal employees, but they weren’t family. Now they’ll never have that chance.

      Regardless of whose keep I’m in, my days drag on about the same. I dust, sweep, vacuum, mop. I load and unload the dishwasher, the washing machine, the dryer. I scrub, fold, tidy, wipe, wax. I don’t know how Kate used to do this all herself, especially as she got older. Some days I can feel the time slipping away from me, running fast, leaving me far behind. Even so, it’s the monotony of it all that really gets to me. The repetitive actions are boring, sure, but their true crime is the blank canvas they leave in my mind. These days I have way too many dark thoughts to fill that empty space. I try to practice mindfulness, clearing my cluttered head of all these things I can do nothing about, but something always draws me out. Usually it’s the red wink from a camera, reminding me of the chokehold Vega has on my life, or Vega himself, always watching me from a doorway, a balcony, across the room. He’s unabashed, those dark eyes steady on me, unwavering even when I dare to meet them. I can’t read him. Is this another mind game, another way to put me in my place, to remind me that my situation is hopeless? Does he want something more from me?

      Does he want me? The answer should be clear after that kiss, that unforgettable kiss that keeps me up at night, hot and panting, but now my situation is more confusing than ever. Did that kiss mean something or was it all part of the game? If his intention was to fuck with my mind, it certainly worked.

      In the evenings I help Brock make dinner, following his gentle instructions to the best of my abilities. In just a few weeks I can make a handful of basic meals nearly on my own, although they never turn out quite as good as his do. The one thing I can’t seem to master is baking. My cakes come out soggy, burnt, or both. My muffins are flat, and my cookies merge into one giant mess. It’s not like we need dessert that badly. The team doesn’t seem to have much of a sweet tooth, other than Miel, and we order breakfast pastries in from local bakeries. At one point Vega even specifically instructs me to stop wasting so many expensive ingredients on endeavors that are clearly never going to pay off. For reasons even I don’t understand, I can’t give up that easily. I know that making an edible strawberry shortcake or peanut butter cookie won’t change anything, won’t erase the crimes I’ve committed at the hand of my captors. Still, the thought of not being able to nail this one easy task drives me crazy. There’s no reason why I shouldn’t be able to do this, when I’ve learned to cook, clean, and even how to fold a fitted sheet. I don’t know why, but I need to do this. I need to prove it to myself, even if no one else cares at all.

      The only upside to such a grueling routine is that sleep comes easy when I finally tumble into bed late at night. No more breathwork and half-bottles of wine to lull myself into a drowsiness that seems perpetually out of reach. Even the nightmares come less frequently, perhaps overshadowed by the living nightmare my days have become. And some nights I even manage to drift off without wondering what Vega is doing, thinking, feeling, in his bed just down the hall.
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      Everything is finally in motion. With Selina’s money and our extensive knowledge of Atlanta’s underbelly, we’re perfectly poised to make our first move.

      “You think too much,” Miel says to me, as she glances through my perfectly curated spreadsheets. “You know most loan sharks just kind of go out there and do their thing, right? Break a few kneecaps?”

      “That’s not what we’re doing,” I remind her, taking my laptop back in annoyance.

      “Right, right,” she says, rolling her eyes at me. “We’re ‘investing’. Of course, those so-called investments just happen to be poor saps who need money fast and are in no position to complain about ridiculous interest rates, huh?”

      “High risk, high reward,” I tell her.

      “I know all about the risk,” she says, tightening her ponytail. “I hope you’re right about the reward.”

      “I am,” I say, hoping I sound as certain as I want to be. “We’ve been over this, Miel. You were on board from the jump. We’re never going to have as many men or as many weapons as he does. So what we need is to have more money, and more powerful people in our pockets. That’s how we get the upper hand. That’s how we get out.”

      Miel just shakes her head, pressing her fingertips against her temples. “We have the money, sure, but we don’t have anyone useful yet. You think…” Here she scans the spreadsheets again and points jubilantly at the name in cell A14. “Donald McCoy and his gambling addiction are going to be what saves our lives, when it comes down to it?”

      “This is just the beginning,” I say, tapping the laptop with its much-mocked content. “I’m working on it. We have to build up to the big guns, Miel.”

      “Whatever,” she says, waving my explanations and assurances away. “Why do you have to use your real name, though? You know he’s looking for you. And more importantly, he knows that wherever you are, that’s where I’ll be, too.”

      “I’m not going to use some idiotic self-aggrandizing pseudonym meant to inspire fear or create some kind of mythos. I can inspire fear all on my own. And I don’t care if he hears of me. I want him to hear of me. Nobody knows about our connection to Selina, so he won’t know where to find us, but he knows that we’re still out here, just out of reach, and we’re not afraid.” I don’t owe her an explanation, but something deep inside me needs her to understand. As foolish as it may be to use my own name, anything else would be cowardly. To make an escape into the darkness might be enough for her. But me, I need the man who tried to break us to know that the monster he created will be his undoing. That’s the only way that a free life will be worth living. And if this shard of hubris ends up being my downfall, well, then I didn’t deserve my freedom to begin with. “Anything else, Miel, or can I get back to work?”

      Miel makes a face at me, but she does have one more question. “What about Selina? She’s not just some rich bitch, you know. If you just told her the plan, told her why we’re doing this and why we need her, I think she’d understand. She might even be on board. You don’t have to keep doing this the hard way, with these power plays and all the secrecy and threats.”

      “This is my plan, Miel,” I say, tone hardening. This is what I was afraid of. Miel is my friend, my oldest friend, but sometimes she gets too comfortable. “My job is to make these decisions. Your job is to do what you’re told. So go out and break some kneecaps, okay?”

      She purses her lips, a cloud of anger in her eyes, but she knows when she’s pushed too far. She stands to leave, but hesitates at the door. “I’m serious, Javi. She’s not who we thought she would be.”

      I say nothing, motioning for her to close the door as she leaves. What Miel doesn’t understand is that Selina is exactly who I knew her to be and more, and she can’t stay that way. I don’t need Selina’s pity, or her partnership. I need her fear, and her obedience. That kiss in the stables was a start, and her decision to kill the guards was more than I could have hoped for, but it’s not enough. I need to own her, control her, possess her in every way. Maybe that’s not the only way that our plan works, but it’s the only way mine does.
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      Planning this year’s annual anti-violence fundraiser is a logistical nightmare. Vega drags his feet at me going to Mrs. Hunt’s estate, and I don’t exactly jump at the chance to bring the poor old woman into my new home of constant surveillance and thugs. Predictably, I’m the one who ends up having to compromise. Is it still called compromise when you never stood a chance?

      I set up shop in the lounge, placing Mrs. Hunt’s seat strategically so that the camera won’t be in her line of sight. The irony of planning an anti-violence fundraiser in what has become a den of thieves doesn’t escape me, not to mention the violence I’ve been forced to commit myself. But there’s no time for that. Miel makes us tea, and we settle down for business.

      We’ve thrown this event so often that there aren’t many decisions left to make. Besides, Mrs. Hunt has a team of professional planners that handle all the real work. My physical involvement at all is a formality. I could just as easily write Mrs. Hunt a big check and chuck it in the mail, never having to even speak to the woman. But this is polite, and expected, so here we are.

      “So, we’ll be at The High, of course, third Saturday of September,” I say, reading through the notes I scrawled between making beds and making lunch. “I was thinking maybe we could change up the music this year? I know we usually get that string quartet from Marietta, but I heard this incredible jazz band at a friend’s party last spring.”

      “Jazz,” Mrs. Hunt repeats, as if the word is unfamiliar. “Is that quite the right fit for us, my dear?”

      “Totally,” I say, perking up when she doesn’t immediately shut me down. “It’s a tad more upbeat, sure, but still very classy. And I think it’s time to change it up a little, lest we get accused of laziness.”

      Mrs. Hunt purses her lips. I do this because I care deeply about the cause, perhaps now more than ever. She does this because everyone in her social circle throws these annual events, and outshining friends is what aging southern belles like her live for.

      “I heard Mrs. Gunnar had Justin Bieber at the children’s cancer concert last week,” I mention slyly, pretending to be distracted by my notes.

      “Yes, I couldn’t make it, but I could hear the racket all the way from across town,” Mrs. Hunt grumbles, but I know I’ve won. Mrs. Gunnar raised a couple million for the Ronald McDonald House, all because she had the luck of her daughter having dated the superstar for a week or two back in the day. “Fine, we’ll go with the jazz. Have your assistant send Marjorie the information about that band. What’s next? The menu?”

      After a few more passive-aggressive arguments the menu is settled, and I’ve convinced Mrs. Hunt that the del Reys’ financial contribution will be well worth the scene Isla may or may not cause. She’s a firecracker, that so-called friend of mine, but her pockets run nearly as deep as her need to be praised for her philanthropy. Finally, we wrap up and I walk the older woman out to the waiting towncar, waving her off with a pasted-on smile that drops as soon as I turn back to the house.

      Vega is waiting for me inside. I try to push past him, heading to my room to change, but he grabs my arm and pulls me back.

      “This event sounds extremely public,” he says, thick brows furrowed. “There were photos from the gala in the press last year.”

      “And all the years before that, too,” I add somewhat pridefully, pulling myself out of his grip and crossing both arms across my chest. “That’s exactly why I have to do it. The whole city expects me to.”

      “Didn’t you finish planning everything just now?” Vega asks. “Your contribution is done, aside from that absurdly large check, anyway. Call in sick the night of the gala.”

      I laugh at the thought. “Call in sick? I can’t do that. Two years ago, Hattie Neadle was shaking hands at her save-the-whales ball until her appendix literally burst. Even then her husband had to drag her to the ambulance. If you want me to ‘call in sick,’ you better kill me first, or Mrs. Hunt will.”

      Vega sighs, running his fingers through his hair. He seems stressed. More stressed than usual, anyway “Fine. Miel and I will accompany you, but we can’t be in any photos. Got it?”

      “I’m not asking for a fucking selfie,” I snap. “If you don’t want to be in photos, don’t be in them. And if what you’re doing really isn’t that bad, like you’re always telling me, why are you so afraid of getting caught?”

      Vega sets his jaw, giving me a warning look, but he has no response to that. I can’t fight a victorious smirk, and he rolls his shoulders, a low, threatening growl in the back of his throat.

      “Get back to work, Selina. And watch your damn mouth.”
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      “You should be thrilled about this thing,” Miel says when I update her about the gala the next day. “I know I am. Expensive food, expensive wine, and a chance to finally find some big names to get in our pockets? Vega, this is great.”

      “Did you miss the part about the press being there?” I ask, drumming my fingers on the steering wheel. Traffic is an unsolvable knot, as always. “Press means photographers, photographers mean trouble.”

      “I thought you weren’t scared of him,” Miel reminds me, popping a stick of bubblegum into her mouth and offering me one. I decline.

      “I said we would be fine as long as he doesn’t know we’re involved with Selina,” I say, easing my foot off the brake as we inch forward. “I don’t want proof that ties us to her in any way.”

      Miel blows a bubble and pops it. “Hey, you’re the guy in charge, remember? You figure this out, and then tell me what to do about it.”

      “Bitch,” I growl as she throws my own words back at me. She laughs and sits up straighter as we pass the accident causing the slowdown and pick up speed again. When we get back home, she’ll be just as worried as I am, probably try to give me shit for getting us into this mess to start with. For now she’s on an adrenaline high, all but bouncing in her seat as we take the exit and merge onto 78, nearing the promise of violence. Miel becomes a different person with a gun in her hand. I could psychoanalyze my friend, trace her comfort commanding violence back to the years she was on the other end of such interactions, but it doesn’t matter. It makes her an excellent asset, and the one person on my team I could never live without.

      “There,” Miel says, pointing at a small apartment building with a faded pink paint job rapidly peeling off. “2B. He’ll be home.”

      We pull into the parking lot, our shiny black Hummer obnoxiously out of place. There’s a little boy driving rusty Hot Wheels along the sidewalk, and his jaw drops at the sight of the big car. I smile at him, remembering a time when just the sight of such a vehicle would entice the same reaction from me. His mother sees us and quickly pulls the boy inside, giving us a big-eyed stare over her shoulder before slamming the door shut behind them. I smile at that, too.

      Miel is already running up the stairs, and I follow her at a more leisurely pace. At the balcony, I pause and look out over the neighborhood as my partner beats on the apartment door. Decatur Heights is far enough from our old running grounds that there’s no need to worry about seeing anyone we don’t want to, but still the kind of place where we won’t have to be on the lookout for cops or nosey neighbors. Unfortunately, that also means the clientele out here can’t sustain us for long. Maybe Miel is right. Maybe the gala will be the perfect opportunity to hook some bigger fish, if we play it right.

      The door opens and Kevin Hopkins peers out. His eyes squint in the bright daylight, but Miel is shouldering her way in before he has a chance to recognize us and try to shut the door. I follow, closing the door quietly behind us and planting myself in front of it. Kevin casts me a panicked look, but it’s Miel he should be afraid of. I’m just here to look threatening and watch the show.

      “Your payment was due last week, Kevin,” Miel says, popping that gum and crossing her arms. The motion pushes the hem of her jacket up, revealing the Glock tucked into her waistband. “What’s the hold up?”

      “I was sick last month, had to drop a couple shifts,” Kevin stammers, wiping at his pink nose. With that greasy mop of hair and stained t-shirt, I’m not surprised this redneck lives alone. “I’ll work overtime this week and have it for you by Friday, I swear.”

      Miel smacks her gum again. A bit cliché, but she makes it look good. “That’s not going to work for us, Kevin.”

      “Please, Mr. Vega,” the man says, turning his pleading eyes to me. “I’m not a gambler, or in legal trouble, or anything like the people you probably are used to dealing with. It’s my daughter. She’s in nursing school and she just lost her scholarship. I can’t let her drop out, not when she’s about to graduate in a year. She’ll be the first in our family with a degree.”

      “Don’t care,” Miel snaps, pulling the gun out and pressing the barrel to Kevin’s chin, gently but forcefully redirecting his gaze back to her. The safety is still on, but judging from the quake in his knees, Mr. Hopkins doesn’t know that. “Pay us today, or you’ll owe us double tomorrow, and double every day after that. You can do that math without a college degree.”

      “I have the money, technically, but my rent is due, and I need to eat, and pay bills,” Kevin goes on, although I don’t know why he’d think this play for sympathy would work after the last one failed so spectacularly. “Please, just give me ‘til Friday—”

      “All I heard is you have the money,” Miel says, pulling the gun away and shoving it into her back pocket. “We’re not leaving without it.”

      Kevin glances between the two of us a few times but finds no give in our stone faces. After another moment of hesitation, his shoulders sag and he retreats to the other room with Miel close behind. When they return, Miel is waving a stack of dirty bills.

      “Thanks, Kevin,” she sing-songs, handing me the cash. “We’ll be back in a couple weeks. Give your little girl our best, ‘kay?”

      I shut the apartment door behind us and follow Miel as she practically skips back to the Hummer. This’ll keep her happy and off my case for at least the rest of the day. In the car, she flips through radio stations until she finds something she can sing along to, and I silently start the drive back to Johns Creek.

      Exploiting desperate people like Kevin doesn’t push the buttons in me it probably should. After all, in the world we grew up in, we’re all just as hungry, but only the strongest come out with a full stomach. Sure, Kevin is in a bad spot, but so are we. It’s not our fault that he made himself a stepping stone while we made ourselves the steppers. Despite my self-assurance, I think of Selina, and Miel’s conviction that the young heiress would understand our business, even be on board with it. She’s probably right, in a sense, though not in the ways she thinks. Miel doesn’t truly know Selina, after all. Hell, even Selina herself doesn’t know what she’s truly capable of. Not like I do. And although the darkest crevices of myself crave the sharp edges I see in her, that’s not what I need, not really. We need the soft and pliable side of her, the one that would disapprove of what we do and the people we use. That’s the way it has to be.

      Still, as I ease back into the traffic on 285, I decide that we’ll be attending Selina’s gala after all, and we’ll be using that opportunity to get ourselves some truly despicable, powerful clients.
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      I curve my spine into up-dog, releasing my breath in a loud exhale. Even with my eyes closed I can feel Miel raise her brow in my direction. I try to shake the feeling of her stare on me and push up into down-dog, moving with my breath. This time, Miel snorts out loud.

      “Okay, that’s not yoga, that’s just face down, booty up,” the girl says, mockery in her voice.

      “Do you mind,” I say, no question mark in my reproach. “I’m trying to focus here. Clear my mind.”

      “How’s that working out for you?” Miel asks, and I give up, falling to my knees and flipping into savasana. “That’s what I thought.”

      “Can’t you just leave me alone for ten minutes?” I ask her, keeping my eyes shut and doing my best to relax my muscles. “Watching me do this can’t possibly be that entertaining.”

      “That’s where you’re wrong,” my friend-slash-warden says, and I can hear her adjusting her position on the loveseat across the room. “Are you good at this? I really can’t tell.”

      “I’m great at this,” I snap, losing whatever semblance of peace I’d been clutching onto. Inhale, exhale. “I can show you, if you want. Do you own any pants that aren’t leather?”

      “Very funny,” she says, and I yelp as something soft hits my belly. I open my eyes and see a wadded candy wrapper beside me. “I mean, I can do face down, booty up already. And I can definitely just lie on the floor like that. Is this part of it or are you just chilling?”

      It’s supposed to be both, but right now it’s neither. I sit up and turn to face Miel, pulling my legs into a criss-cross sukhasana beneath me. “I’m serious. It’s super calming. Well, when someone isn’t providing a running commentary and throwing shit at you. I imagine there must be some amount of stress in your line of work, whatever that is. Yoga could totally help you relieve that stress and center yourself after a busy day of running around, holding girls hostage in their own homes.”

      Miel ignores the dig and twists her lips to one side, considering my proposal. Then she shakes her head. “Nah. I’ve got my own ways of relieving stress.”

      I quirk a suggestive eyebrow at her and she snorts again, throwing another candy wrapper my way. It’s truly baffling, her ability to sustain herself on a diet of 50% refined sugar and still keep up what I’m pretty sure is a six-pack under those threadbare tanks. Whatever she’s doing, maybe it is better than yoga, at least for aesthetics.

      “Why are you so into this, anyway?” Miel asks as I stand and return to my practice, shifting into Warrior I. “Like, the yoga, the meditation, all that anti-violence publicity shit?”

      “You know,” I say, struggling to focus on my breath as my heart begins to pick up speed at this line of questioning. My history in this area has been well-publicized, and I’m not used to having to revisit it.

      “I mean, I know your brother was killed in some gang-related shooting,” Miel confirms the knowledge, more casually than anyone has ever broached the topic with me before. “But I know a lot of people who lost people that way and none of them ended up like you.”

      “I guess I’m the only one on that list who could afford the therapy that got me here,” I half-joke, balance wobbling at the memory. I get so caught up in the day-to-day of my new life, sometimes I forget how it all began. I have to lower from Warrior III before my count is up, focus lost. I force myself to stay in Warrior I still, if only so I don’t have to face Miel.

      “So what really went down?” Miel asks, more soberly than she’s ever addressed me. “I mean, I guess you don’t really have to tell me.”

      Back to Warrior II. She’s right. She has no business asking me this, and I don’t owe her my story, but something inside me wants to tell her. Maybe it’s because I’ve been Stockholm Syndromed into thinking that Miel is actually my friend instead of just a friendly prison guard, or because it’s been so long since I’ve gotten to talk about this that the pressure of holding it in is just bursting to escape. It makes me feel a little stronger to pretend it’s the Stockholm Syndrome, though.

      “No, you should know,” I say, lifting my leg and bending slowly into Warrior III.

      I open my eyes, and the girl is crouched in front of me, dark eyes wide. I’ve never seen her look like this, not hard, not joking. This might actually be real for her. “I used to be a bit of a wild child,” I begin, feeling my back leg falter midair. Inhale, exhale. “Well, more than a bit. I’m sure you read about that, too. Drugs, booze, boys. Partying until dawn. Real rich-girl-with-daddy-issues shit.”

      “Your parents died when you were a kid,” Miel says, half a question. I nod.

      “Yeah, overpass collapse. An accident.”

      “So what happened with your brother?” Miel asks.

      Inhale, exhale. Eyes shut again. I can do this. I can say this and not fall. Not fall apart.

      “Max was a few years older than me, so he took care of the business, the estate, all that. He tried to take care of me, and I hated it. I was twenty, a grown woman, I thought, and I wanted him to treat me as such. Even though I know now I was acting like a damn baby that whole time.”

      Inhale, exhale. I tighten my core, pulling all my limbs toward my center. My body is not my own. My body is a marionette, and I can keep the strings taut even as my heartbeat goes into double-time and my eyes begin to mist.

      Miel waits patiently for me to go on.

      “Anyway, so that night I was out at some club, high on who-knows-what with this guy way older than me. Max showed up, furious at me for being there, at the club for letting an underage girl in, at the guy for trying to take advantage of me. And I was furious at him for making a scene, embarrassing me, killing my buzz.”

      Inhale, exhale.

      “So Max drags me out of the club, out the back way just in case. There wasn’t much else going on that summer so the paparazzi were having a field day with me. We’re in the back alley, yelling at each other as Max tries to drag me to the car, when this big SUV with tinted windows pulls up.”

      Inhale, exhale. I don’t remember this part so well. I was off my ass, the world a blur, and the trauma of what happened next didn’t help much.

      “This guy gets out, with a mask over his face, like bad guys in movies. Max starts to freak out, telling me to run back inside, but the guy yells at us not to move. That’s when I see the gun in his hand, pointed right at us.”

      Inhale, exhale. I open my eyes. Miel is unblinking, mouth frozen open in a tiny o. My words are tumbling out now, an unstoppable downpour.

      “He tells us to give him all our money, so Max hands over his wallet real quick, but I’m frozen. I can’t move. So Max grabs my purse from me and hands that over too. Then the thug sees my necklace. It was big and shiny, with a huge diamond and a bunch of emeralds. Hard to miss. Max always told me I shouldn’t wear it out so much, but it used to be our mom’s. She never let me play with it when I was a kid, but it reminded me of her, so I loved to wear it once she couldn’t stop me anymore. Anyway, the guy tells me to give him the necklace. I hesitate, not because I’m scared or high, but because I can’t. I can’t let him have this. Max is telling me to just do it, and he tries to help me but the guy tells him not to move, keeping the gun right on him. The guy asks again, but I still can’t do it. So just like that, the guy shoots Max, and grabs the necklace anyway. Then I guess he leaves. It’s all a blur after that.”

      Bang, bang. Maybe the actions on my periphery were a blur but I can still remember the visceral feeling of what happened next as if I was losing Max all over again in this moment. I remember screaming until my throat went raw, holding my brother in my arms as the light left his eyes, pleading for forgiveness as blood pooled around us, soaking through my dress, staining my skin. The memory of the pain that wrenched me apart still twists my gut painfully, even as my body remains perfectly still. I’m outside of myself, stuck in a moment five years ago, stuck in a living nightmare that never ends.

      “I used to think that was the worst thing I ever did,” I go on, voice wavering even in its matter-of-factness. “A dozen therapists have assured me it wasn’t my fault, I couldn’t have prevented a random act of violence, but that’s not how it felt. If I hadn’t been at that club, if I hadn’t been a brat all those years, if I had just handed over the damn necklace immediately, Max would be here right now. Max would be here, and you guys wouldn’t.”

      Maybe Vega is right. Maybe I deserve this after all, this torture and suffering. Maybe I deserve to lose all my money, to be stripped of my power and put in my place, on my knees in servitude of people I don’t understand.

      “You used to think that?” Miel asks, and I nod.

      “Before what Vega made me do at the garden party, anyway. Now I know what it truly feels like to be responsible for someone’s death.”

      “What do you mean?” Miel asks, surprising me even as my blood churns in my ears. It never occurred to me that Vega hadn’t told at least Miel about what happened that day. It piques my interest, the fact that he’s been holding onto my secret. Is it to protect me, or another way he gets off on control? I’m sure it’s the latter. Maybe that’s why I’m so quick to tell Miel, because it’s a way to undermine Vega’s power, at least a little.

      “I tried to run away at Isla’s garden party,” I begin. Oddly, I feel centered in my resolve to reveal my darkest shame, and my balance holds as I release the cold words in a steady, calm voice. “Vega caught me, of course. It was so stupid of me to even try. He caught me, and he said someone had to pay. He made me choose, Kate or the guards. So I did. I chose, and I even told Hernando exactly what to do. Now I know for sure that’s the worst thing I’ve ever done.”

      A beat. “What?”

      “It’s true,” I say, eyes shut, breathing steady, my body feather and stone. “It’s my fault they’re dead.”

      I hear Miel rise and walk toward me, then her voice is in front of me. “Wait. You told Hernando to kill those two men?”

      I nod again. Miel sets her jaw, her face back to its usual hardness. Without another word, she springs up and leaves the room. I rise back up to standing, pulling my hands together at my heart, ignoring the tiny tremor in them. My favorite therapist always told me that telling my truth would make it a little smaller every time, easier to handle. She was wrong. My new secret is still big enough to suffocate me, big enough to push even someone as hardened as Miel away.

      I’m a terrible person. I deserve everything that Vega is doing to me, and worse.
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      Miel bursts into the study, slamming the door shut behind her. Apparently this is the only way she knows how to enter my presence anymore.

      “Is it true?” she asks, slapping her open hands down on the desk, making the fountain pens rattle in their cup. “You made Selina have her own guards killed?”

      I say nothing, which says it all. Miel’s face falls.

      “Holy shit, Javi. Why did you make her give the order? That’s steps away from having her just pull the trigger herself.”

      “It’s what had to be done,” I say, rising to meet her stance.

      “Is it? Because she’s not like us, Javi. This is really fucking her up, even though she’s pretending to be fine. This could lead her down a road she can’t return from.” Miel throws her hands up only to let them fall again, and I swear her eyes are misted when they meet mine. “God, Javi, this is so fucked up, even for us.”

      This is exactly why I had kept this from Miel, despite her pleas to be let in on every cog of our scheme. She’ll cut a stranger’s dick off to prove a point, but once you worm your way into her heart, even a little, she’s ride or die. Her loyalty is welcome when it’s for me, not so much when it’s for the girl who is supposed to be our pawn.

      I sigh, pushing my shoulders back up. “Miel, you can’t lose sight now. Selina doesn’t matter. Her so-called trauma doesn’t matter. We’ve all had it just as bad, if not worse, and we never got any pity for it. Don’t go getting soft now just because you finally have a girl to hang out with.” Miel’s expression darkens even further, but I hold my hand up to silence her. “We can’t afford to cater to a rich girl’s fragile psyche when it’s the only thing propelling us toward freedom. We aren’t her shrink, Miel, and we’re certainly not her friends. We’re her owners, her masters, and she’s our piggy bank, our blank check. She’s ours to use, not to fix. Don’t get it twisted.”

      “I never thought there was a line left I wouldn’t cross, but I might have just found it,” Miel says, voice low and a little shaky. Her brows bend up, pleading now. “Javi, this doesn’t feel right. You have to know that.”

      I turn my back to her, grabbing the crystal decanter and pouring two whiskeys, using the moment of distraction to take a breath and force any and all emotion out of my head.

      “We’re not the kind of people who get to care about right and wrong,” I remind her, offering her a glass. She doesn’t move to accept, so I set it on the desk in front of her and knock back my own drink in one big gulp. “Leave this alone, Miel. That’s an order.”

      “I don’t know if I can do that,” Miel admits, a definite tremor in her voice now.

      “Find a way,” I say, lowering myself back to my seat, reminding myself that this big leather chair is power, control. I am power and control. “Or you’re out.”

      “You can’t do that,” Miel says, shaking her head at me with a humorless smile. She knows exactly what out means. “We’re as good as family, Javi.”

      “I’m not a little boy sharing bunk beds anymore, prima,” I say, fixing her in a dark stare. “You have no idea what I’m capable of now.”

      My threat might be a bluff, and it might not be. Honestly, I’m not sure even I know what I’m capable of anymore. The years of desperation and loss have broken me, twisted me, irrevocably ruined me. This is my only shot at escape, at freedom, and I don’t think anything can stop me. Not Selina’s fragile soul, and certainly not Miel’s sudden crisis of conscience. I hope my oldest friend won’t put my will to the test. She needs this as badly as I do.

      She must see it on my face, because hers crumbles. Chest heaving, she grabs the glass of whiskey from the desk and hurls it in my direction with a guttural scream. I fight the urge to flinch as the glass crashes against the wall behind me, shattering and spraying expensive liquor all over the hardwood floor. I’ll have to get Selina to clean up the spill quickly, before it leaves any permanent damage.

      “Fuck you, Vega,” Miel spits, but I know her bitterness ensures her complacency. Her hatred is directed at me, yes, but also at herself for having to be the kind of person who caves to the wrong we both know we’re committing. She leaves the room just as loudly as she came in, and I can hear her boots stomping down the hall.

      Miel is a liability now. She won’t be spending any more time with Selina, that much is certain. Her skills are better applied in the field anyway.

      I turn my attention back to where it usually resides, on the camera feeds, specifically the one that shows my captive. She’s still on the yoga mat, wasting time she should be spending on her responsibilities, but I let it slide. She’s a master of her own body, stretching those lithe limbs expertly. But there’s a new tremor in her fingers, though her core remains made of steel. Miel is right. Selina’s nerves have been strung tight since that day in the stables, despite her refusal to show weakness. My fingertips mindlessly drum on the desk as I watch her pull back to center, then fold down, hands wrapping around her ankles. I can’t help but remember my own moment of weakness that day. The feel of her body in my hands was intoxicating, and her mouth against mine was devastating. Miel is worried about me breaking Selina, but if I’m not careful, our pretty hostage might be the one to break me.
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      I don’t see much of Miel after my confession. She never stays behind to babysit me anymore, and she’s dodgy during meals or when we run into each other in the halls. She hates me. I can’t say I blame her, but being on the receiving end of the cold shoulder from a hardened criminal is an exceptionally new low.

      The last days of summer burn hotter without reprieve, even as the calendar races toward fall. I used to dream of living in the Pacific Northwest, where the days are cool and the humidity nonexistent. I thought maybe I’d go to college out there, or marry some poor but handsome fisherman straight out of a fairy tale, and our only currency would be love. But then Mom and Dad died and I couldn’t muster up the will to even think about applying to colleges. When Max died I knew I could never leave Johns Creek. I don’t believe in ghosts or an afterlife, but I swear I feel the pull of my brother’s spirit chaining me to this place. I wonder, if I’d fled Atlanta when I had a chance, would this fate have caught up to me anyway?

      At least Brock and Hernando don’t hate me yet. Now that I know they don’t know my secret, I feel a little looser around this half of my captors. I’ve particularly bonded with Brock, as we quickly developed our own shared rhythm in the kitchen. A few years ago, his blond good-old-boy charm would’ve quickly captured my heart, or at least landed him in my bed. Now his exuberant personality is a welcome reprieve from my miserable life, but hardly attractive. He deserves some flighty young thing with no baggage and a wide-open future. Honestly, I have no idea how he ended up running with these hoodlums. It scares me a little, to remember how cold that pretty face looked when they first burst into my home, guns first. If someone like him can be drawn to the darkness, that means anyone can.

      Even me.

      I shake the persistent downpour of negative thoughts from my mind, bringing myself back into the present. Mindfulness is harder and harder these days, as my inner turmoil threatens to boil over at any moment. I always feel at the edge of myself this time of year. And then it goes away as the leaves turn brown. This year though, I’m not so sure. Things have never been this bad before.

      Let the thoughts roll away like tumbleweeds, I remind myself. My worries are cars on a busy highway, and I’m just watching them pass by. They’re clouds in the sky, and I’m letting them drift. I’ve heard every metaphor, read every book, practiced for ages, but my concentration can still be so easily broken. I guess none of the gurus I’ve studied with over the years ever dealt with captivity and forced servitude, let alone being a breath removed from cold blooded murder.

      “Selina,” Brock says, loud enough to blessedly snap me out of my spiral. “The pot is bubbling over.”

      Sure enough, the water I’m supposed to be watching is dripping down the sides of the saucepan, liquid hissing into steam as it hits the hot eye of the stove. I’m back to not even being able to boil water properly. I grab the lid and give the pot a quick stir, watching the big bubbles simmer down to a more reasonable size.

      “You’re never going to graduate to sauce at this rate,” Brock teases as I fish out a single piece of the short-grain pasta and stab at it with a finger, inhaling sharply and jerking back. Hot. I abandon the idea of checking its doneness and toss it back in the pot with its brothers.

      “It’s just so boring,” I protest, blowing on my pinkened finger. “A watched pot never boils, but an unwatched pot never fails to boil over. What’s a girl to do?”

      “It just takes a little patience,” Brock says, checking his own saucepan, which is simmering pleasantly. “I thought you were the queen of focus, meditation, all that shit.”

      Not these days. Brock scoops a spoonful of sauce up, blowing on it delicately.

      “Okay, so we’ve been over pasta a million times,” I say as my cooking partner tastes the sauce, then holds the wooden spoon out to me. “Chicken, steak, casseroles, all that lame, basic bitch shit. When are we trying some fun stuff, like curry, or falafel, or tacos?”

      Finishing my question, I wrap my lips around the spoon and take a taste. Brock was right, the made-from-scratch sauce totally trumps the canned stuff Kate used to use, no matter how expensive the can. I’m not convinced it’s good enough to warrant the hour of chopping tomatoes and dicing garlic, not to mention the smeared mascara from the onions.

      “Tacos?” Vega repeats, and I turn to see him lurking in the doorway. My breath catches, and I feel a little tingle rush down my spine. Fear, I tell myself. That’s all this sensation is. “I had you pegged for a total coconut, Princesa.”

      It could be my imagination, but I swear Vega’s eyes darken as he watches me lick the sauce off my lips, and Brock seems to jump a full foot away from me when he notices his boss.

      “Ha ha, never heard that one before,” I say humorlessly, rolling my eyes and checking back on my boiling pasta. The truth is, I really hadn’t, not that much. The private school Max and I went to was primarily white, and no one gave a shit what color my skin was when they heard my family name. But a few years before he died, Dad insisted on me and Max playing on a local youth soccer team. Not the one associated with our school, but what he called a real one, one populated with kids that looked like us. Shared brown skin and dark hair wasn’t enough to bond us, though. And it certainly didn’t help that neither of us spoke Spanish. The first decision Max and I made for ourselves in the wake of our parents’ death was to walk away from that soccer team and never look back.

      “You ever had street tacos before?” Vega asks, settling down on one of the island stools. Brock has effectively managed to all but disappear from the kitchen, impossibly focused on salting his sauce. “The kind where they’re sloshing the plates through murky water before they hand over your order, and you can only go at night because you’re afraid to look at the guacamole in the light?”

      “That sounds disgusting,” I say, wrinkling my nose at his grinning face. “Don’t know why I’d ever want that. But my Mom used to make us tacos al pastor all the time, just the way her Mamá made them.”

      I don’t know why I’m trying to prove myself to my tormentor. I don’t give a shit what he thinks about me, and I certainly don’t care if he wants to revoke my latina card. Still, I eye him out from under my lashes as I stir the pasta, trying uselessly to gauge his reaction.

      “That’s sweet,” Vega says, picking up a small paring knife left on the counter and spinning it between his fingers, making the dangerous motion look easy. “But everyone knows rich people can’t cook for shit, and neither your Mom nor your Mamá were less than millionaires for a day in their lives.”

      He’s right about the latter, I have to give him that. Even before my mother’s parents moved to Georgia, their family had been flush with Colombian coffee cash for generations. Maybe some cocaine cash, too, if the rumors are true, but I refuse to believe that.

      “Rich people can’t cook?” I repeat, choosing to focus on the former part of Vega’s argument. “Tell that to Rachel Ray, Ina Garten, Gordon Ramsey—”

      “We get it, you watch HGTV,” Vega interrupts with an exaggerated eye roll, and even Brock snorts at that. I cut a glare in his direction. I thought we were supposed to be friends. “All I’m saying is, maybe it’s best you stick to pastas and casseroles for now.”

      There’s a fuck you on the tip of my tongue, but I swallow it back. I have a favor to ask, after all.

      “Listen, Vega,” I say after a moment of silence, turning my back to the stove. His name feels foreign in my mouth. I’m not sure I’ve ever addressed him directly like this. I glance at Brock quickly, but he’s back to playing invisible. “Um, you probably know this, but coming up this week is kind of an important day. Thursday is the anniversary of Max’s—my brother’s—death. Five years. I always go to his grave, take flowers. Is that… I mean, can I please go?”

      What I really want to say is, surely you won’t keep a poor grieving girl from visiting her dead brother’s grave on the anniversary of his death, but I decide the passive-aggressive route isn’t worth the risk on this one.

      I can feel Brock tense beside me, and watch Vega’s brows twitch up. He’s not surprised by the information. He knows everything about me, after all. No, he’s either surprised that I felt I had to request this basic human right, or that I had the audacity to demand this privilege. I’m hoping it’s the former.

      There’s an endless silence as Vega contemplates me. Surely he’ll say yes. It would take a true monster to deny me this, and there must be at least a shred of humanity left in his ash-black soul.

      “That’s fine,” Vega says at last, and I exhale in relief. “Thursday? I’ll take you.”

      I was hoping for Miel’s company. Even after everything, she’s still the only one of my captors I could truly feel even halfway at peace around. Still, beggars can’t be choosers, and I’ll take what I can get.

      “Thank you,” I breathe, trying not to look too desperate. “I really appreciate that.”

      There’s nothing in Vega’s expression to bely any sort of emotion, as usual. Instead, he simply nods toward the stove behind me.

      “Your water is boiling over.”
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      Miel still isn’t speaking to me. She’s putting up a good show around Selina and the guys, knowing that undermining me in front of the others will only make things worse. It doesn’t bother me. Money is still coming in steadily and that’s all that matters.

      Selina becomes more and more distant as Thursday approaches. After being snubbed by Miel a couple times she keeps her distance from the other woman. My only concern now is the light camaraderie she seems to be developing with Brock. After walking in on them in the kitchen the other day, him holding the spoon to her lips in a show of intimacy that twisted my gut, I rolled back through hours of footage of the two of them, searching for clues of anything illicit between them. There was nothing, of course. Brock knows better than to risk his job—and life—by getting any ideas with our hostage. And I doubt Selina will be running her mouth anytime soon, not after how it went down with Miel. There’s nothing to worry about there. It takes a couple glasses of whiskey and a quick jerk-off session in the shower for the primal side of me to get the message, though. Our pretty little princesa awakens something dark and possessive in me, something I’ve never felt before. I tell myself that it’s only because she’s so important to my mission. She’s everything, in fact. Of course I’m protective of the woman—object—that represents my freedom.

      One more gulp of whiskey, and I almost believe it.

      I should be keeping my distance from her, I know it, but now Miel is in the doghouse and I don’t trust Brock and Hernando with such a prize. They’ve proven to be loyal hired help so far, sure, but they’re not family. They’ve lost enough to our common enemy that I can trust their commitment to our cause but they’ll never be as close as Miel and I are. That kind of pain is the only tie that runs deeper than blood.

      Thursday morning I wake up and put on my new death-black suit, shave clean and wrangle my hair into control. Perhaps it’s a bit much, but I know how important the day is to Selina. I saw the press photos from the first couple years. Eventually, the paparazzi lost interest, when she stopped running wild and what had once been an audacious scandal became simply sad. Respect of a grieving sister had nothing to do with it.

      You’re one to speak of respect, I can practically hear Miel sneer. She’s both the angel and the devil on my shoulder. I hope she gets over herself soon and comes back to me. I would never admit it, but I’m beginning to miss her.

      I straighten my tie and examine my reflection. I hardly recognize myself like this. I didn’t even wear a suit to my own parents’ funerals. It’s not like ten-year-old Javier even owned one. I rip the tie off and fling it back onto the unmade bed, undoing the top couple of shirt buttons. Much better. I’m not going to the goddamn prom.

      Downstairs, Miel and the boys give each other sidelong glances at the sight of me all dressed up but are wise enough to keep their mouths shut. Breakfast is laid out as usual, coffee piping hot, but Selina isn’t here. She must still be getting ready.

      I grab a muffin, a banana, and some coffee, then chit chat with the guys as they munch on their own meals. After a while they have to go, and Selina still isn’t here. I go out into the foyer and pace for a few minutes, checking my watch at least a dozen times. Eventually I give up on punctuality and sit on the bottom step, checking emails on my phone while I wait.

      A clicking of heels above gets my attention and I twist to look up at the newcomer. From down here, Selina is all legs, demure black stilettos clicking on the marble steps, their blood-red soles the only color on her. Her dress is plain but perfectly fitted, curving gently at her hips and cutting off just above the knee, sleeves covering her slim upper-arms and flaring ever so slightly at the elbows. The square neckline shows off her clavicle, currently decorated with a single strand of creamy pearls. Her hair is loose, and I realize I haven’t seen her dolled up like this since the garden party. She’s gorgeous without makeup, of course, and it’s not like she’s wearing that much right now. But her lashes look a mile long, and her lips seem plumper, a discreet peachy shine on them.

      My life would be so much easier if she wasn’t so damn beautiful. I can feel an unwelcome stirring in my groin and quickly stand, marching toward the door.

      “You’re late,” I snap, way too harshly. There’s no need to be an asshole. I grimace to myself, but don’t apologize, and she doesn’t either.

      We walk in silence out to my Hummer, her heels muffled clicks against the stone driveway. The car radio loudly begins blaring NPR, some story about a hurricane in the Caribbean. I figure that’s not the right mood, and flip through stations until some inoffensive pop music begins to play. I wonder what Selina used to listen to on long drives, and then I wonder why I would ever care about that.

      “Macedonia Cemetery, right?” I ask, and Selina nods mutely, eyes fixed blankly ahead. I clear my throat. I should just drive her there and back. I don’t owe her any more than that. She’s lucky I’m even giving her this much. “Do you want to get anything on the way? Flowers?”

      She nods again. “Yes, please. There’s a place on the way, on Medlock. I usually go there.”

      I type the directions into my maps app and affix the phone on the dashboard. We drive in silence, the chipper pop music barely loud enough to be heard over the engine. I could turn it up, but I don’t.

      At the florist, Selina picks an arrangement of pale pink flowers and fresh greenery that feathers out of a vase like a peacock’s tail. I had no idea flowers could be so expensive, but I hand over the black card without complaint. Back in the car, the bouquet all but dwarfs my companion, but she holds it in her lap for the rest of the drive, refusing to leave it unattended in the trunk.

      We get to Macedonia around ten. There are a few other cars in the parking lot, but the place seems mostly vacant. It’s a bright, sunny day, not exactly mourning weather.

      I let Selina lead, trying not to look at her ass as she marches with purpose down the pathway. Of all days… A few rows down, just after a big oak tree, she turns into the grass. Just like at the garden party, the lush turf doesn’t stop her, or even slow her down in those ridiculous stilettos. We pause at a big marble tombstone, simpler than I would have expected. It only bears a name in block letters, Maximiliano Palacios, and the full span of his life in two numbers. In a year, Selina will be older than her brother ever was.

      She sets the giant bouquet down on the trim grass in front of the marker, brushing non-existant dust off the stone.

      “Do you mind?” she asks, turning back to me with a single raised brow, and I step back, smiling politely at a few passing strangers.

      Selina doesn’t sit before the grave, or even crouch down a bit. She stands, stoically facing the cold marble, hands knotted tightly at her waist. I can see her long lashes fluttering closed, see the wobble in her bottom lip as she draws in a deep breath. For a moment, I can’t look at her. My eyes cut away to the two gravestones just to the left of Max’s, set close beside each other. These are a bit smaller, but with more ornate carvings, the stone slightly more worn by weather.

      Diego Palacios.

      Cristina Palacios.

      I look back to Selina, still standing perfectly poised. She’s beginning to speak, keeping her voice low, trying not to let me hear. I should let her have her privacy. For one day only, I should let her have this. But I can’t. Some deep pit of myself yearns to know her, even this dark, private part of her. It’s for the job, I tell myself, in case I need more leverage. I can’t even convince myself of that.

      “I miss you,” she’s whispering, and I can hear the tiny hitch in her voice even as she struggles to maintain her composure. “I know you’re not here. I know all I’m standing on is bones and that tux you always hated. But I miss you, Maxy. I’d come here every day if I could. Oh my god, I still can’t believe you’re not with me. Everything is so bad without you. I’m so sorry, Max, I’m so sorry. I’ll never forgive myself…”

      She’s crying now, despite her brave attempts, voice cracking over a sob that wracks her whole body. I take a few more steps back, feeling like the dirty voyeur that I am. I can’t bear to leave her, and I can’t bear to listen. I keep my head low but watch her through my lashes as her legs give out beneath her and she delicately collapses into a ladylike crouch in front of the gravestone.

      My gut twists as I watch my pretty captive cry, unable to help. I can’t comfort her, can’t let her think her fragile emotions lend her any power in this situation. And even if I did, it’s not like she would ever want such sympathy coming from me, the man she thinks ruined her life.

      So I just watch, nails digging into my palms as her shoulders shake.
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      The walk back to the car is silent. Blessedly, Vega has nothing to say to me for once. I hop into the passenger’s seat and pull the visor down, checking my reflection in the tiny mirror and dabbing a tissue at the dark streaks under my eyes. I don’t know why I bother wearing mascara when I come here. Five years later and it’s still gone in an instant.

      Vega leaves the radio on low as we make our way back to Johns Creek. At the last minute he makes a left onto 85, toward the city.

      “Where are we going?” I frown, my heart rate picking up a notch. Even after months of captivity, the unexpected still sends me into a panic. What more could he possibly do to me? Kill me? No, at least that’s one option off the table. He needs my money.

      “I’m hungry,” Vega says simply, merging into the already thick lunch-hour traffic. “Aren’t you?”

      “Um, sure,” I say, my stomach twisting nervously. “But I can make us something at home. There’s some leftover pork from last night.”

      Why am I trying to talk myself out of what might be my first taste of freedom in weeks? I mentally kick myself, but Vega seems unbothered.

      “No offense, but I’m not really feeling that right now,” he says, drumming his thumbs on the steering wheel as we inch forward. He gives me a small smile, a sight so unfamiliar it makes my own mouth turn into a nervous twist. “It’s time we got you some fun stuff.”

      It takes me a second to place the quote from the conversation in the kitchen days ago. Again, the fact that he even remembered my request, let alone is going out of his way to satisfy it, makes my insides turn to butterflies. No, butterflies are too lighthearted, too romantic. Moths, panicked moths, batting their wings manically against the light that will be their ultimate downfall.

      “Are you making me eat gross street tacos?” I ask, wrinkling my nose at the memory of his antagonistic descriptions of such a meal.

      He laughs. Have I ever heard him genuinely chuckle before? It’s a low, hearty sound. I don’t hate it. “No. Not today, anyway. I have something else in mind.”

      As we idle in traffic, he takes his phone and types an address into the maps app. When he places it on the dashboard, I playfully grab at it, trying to get a glimpse of our destination’s name. He laughs at my efforts, the sound just as enrapturing as the first time, and moves to take the phone back. The instant our hands brush, I let go, flesh on fire. Still chuckling, Vega tucks the phone in his lap for safekeeping. Yeah, I’m not grabbing at anything there. My face heats, and I’m glad my complexion won’t reveal my blush. What the hell is wrong with me?

      We wind up in Marietta, on a backstreet just off the train tracks. I instinctively grab my purse tighter as we exit the car. I’ve never been anywhere like this before, not really. Vega doesn’t seem to notice my discomfort, laying his hand lightly but possessively on the small of my back and guiding me down the sidewalk. We pause at a faded green awning with the word Kiosco printed on it. Inside, the restaurant is tiny and dimly lit even with the midday sun glaring outdoors, but the smell of grilled meat is remarkable. Most of the small tables are already crowded, the room buzzing with a dozen conversations. Vega nods at the guy behind the small bar in the corner, who nods back, jerking his head toward an empty table on the west wall. I can feel the heat of Vega’s big palm through my dress as he steers me in that direction.

      We take our seats, and someone drops off glasses of cold water and a couple laminated menus. I gulp the water gratefully, dehydrated from the hot day, not to mention my little tear-fest earlier. Then I pick up the menu. A taste of Colombia, the subtitle reads, and I look up at my companion with surprised eyes.

      “I’ve never been here before,” he admits pleasantly, eying his own menu. “But I’m told the bandeja paisa is to die for. Oh, and if we don’t have the sangria here, we might as well have never come at all.”

      I gulp and skim down the list of lunch entrees. Nothing looks familiar. I glance around the small dining room. The crowd is a fair mix of people who look like us, and those who don’t. Vega and I are definitely overdressed but there are a lot of other people in work attire, probably on their lunch breaks from some corporate job downtown.

      “Have you ever been to Colombia?” Vega is asking. I shake my head. Mom always wanted to take us, but then she died before we ever got around to it. We did go on vacation to Mexico once, the summer before I went into the second grade. We didn’t meet any of Dad’s family, or anything like that. We stayed at a resort on the beach the whole time. I still remember how hot the black sand felt under our feet.

      The waiter is back, with a close-mouthed smile that doesn’t reach his eyes. He must be stressed. This place is slammed, and dodging between the tight tables seems like a nightmare.

      “Are you ready to order?” he asks, and I hear the accent on his tongue when he hits the rs.

      “Yes,” Vega says confidently, not even looking at me. “We’ll get a pitcher of sangria, and I’ll have the bandeja paisa. Selina?”

      “Um, I’ll have the same,” I say, matching the waiter’s tight-lipped smile. Everything about this situation has me on edge—the setting, the day, the company.

      “Oh, and some empanadas to start,” Vega adds, handing over our menus.

      “Carne o pollo?” the waiter asks, jotting down our order.

      Vega raises an eyebrow at me. I shake my head and shrug at the same time. He turns back to the waiter. “Can we get some of both?”

      The waiter nods. “Got it. I’ll be right out with your sangria, and your appetizers won’t be too long.”

      “Thanks,” Vega says, turning back to me. I shift nervously on the hard wooden seat. None of the furniture in this place matches each other, and the paintings on the yellow walls vary from delicate still-lifes to chaotic abstracts. It’s quaint, I suppose, but not exactly in my taste.

      Vega and I sit in awkward silence for a minute, but as promised, the waiter is already back with the sangria. I let Vega pour me a glass and take an eager sip. He was right, this is to die for. Although honestly I haven’t had booze in so long I’d be grateful for wine out of a box at this point.

      “I’m sorry about today,” Vega says, and his voice is gentle, but the hardness never leaves his eyes. I wonder if it’s there even when he sleeps.

      I wonder if it would be there if he leaned over and kissed me again.

      I don’t know what his apology is supposed to mean. Is he sorry my brother is dead? Is he sorry for eavesdropping at the cemetery? Is he sorry for being in my life at all?

      “Tell me about Max,” he instructs, and again, there’s that edge to everything he says. “What was he like?”

      This line of questioning is somehow more perturbing than anything else he’s said to me. There’s no way he actually cares. Why is he trying to be polite? Why is he trying to be nice? Our appetizers arrive and Vega takes an empanada and motions for me to grab one as well. Squeezed into the corner at this table for two, just me and my warden, a worse thought occurs to me.

      Am I on a date with my captor?

      But he’s still looking at me expectantly, waiting for me to answer the question, so I clear my throat and go on.

      “Um, you know. He was my big brother, so I hated him a lot of the time, especially once I was a teenager. But when we were little we were thick as thieves. It was the two of us against the world.”

      My chest is starting to feel a little tight, so I have another sip of sangria and nibble on an empanada. Chicken, moist and a little spicy. The pastry shell is crunchy but not too crisp. I finish it off in another bite, then gulp down more wine. Vega is still watching me, silent, patient.

      “There was a year Dad was determined to make us do chores. Just easy stuff, like helping Kate take out the trash or clearing our own plates off the table, to keep us from getting too spoiled. Mom laughed at him for it, but Dad didn’t really grow up like her, like us. Anyway, Max and I were having none of it, we were too far gone by then. So whenever Dad would tell us to do whatever our chore for the day was, we’d hide. Always the same place, the closet in the guest suite downstairs. You know, down the hall from the study. It was always empty because there were never any guests unless Mom’s parents were visiting, and it was far enough from the heart of the house that no one could hear us whisper. So we’d just hide there for hours, listening to Dad yell for us and giggling because we thought we were getting away with so much. I guess they must have known where we were hiding or they probably would’ve freaked out more about us disappearing for so long. We kept that up for a few months, almost every damn day, until Dad finally gave up on making us anything but spoiled brats. I still remember everything we talked about, those hours in the dark. Just dumb kid shit, like cartoons and farts and whether Batman was better than Batgirl. Or if we thought Mom and Dad might get a divorce, on the days when we could hear them fighting. Sometimes we’d just fall asleep for a bit, cuddled up on the floor like cats.”

      Our meals are here, giant platters of meat, meat, and more meat. Vega is still looking at me like he doesn’t care if I keep going, and it feels so good to talk about Max like this, not about the tragedy of it all, but about the times when it was good. So I keep going, stories spilling out about his twelfth birthday when I got so jealous of all the attention I smashed the giant NASCAR-themed cake onto the ground, or about the day of our parents’ funeral, when we had to be so so good none of it even felt real, until on the limo ride to the reception the driver gave us Cokes and Max burped the longest, loudest burp either of us had ever heard, and we laughed so hard I almost peed my dress. My eighteenth birthday when he surprised me with a trip to Paris, and everything was so beautiful we didn’t even fight all weekend. The first time I got high, hotboxing the garden shed out back with Max and his girlfriend, and I totally freaked out, so he sent his girlfriend home and lay on the den floor with me for hours, watching cheesy Lifetime Christmas movies until I no longer felt like I was dying.

      I talk so much I barely even touch my meal, so when it’s time to leave Vega asks for a to-go box. I’ve never left a restaurant with a doggie bag before. It makes the whole day seem even more surreal. With a belly full of wine and sugar, the warm Styrofoam box on my lap, and the weight of my life both on my shoulders and lifted off it, I fall asleep easily on the ride home. When we get back to the estate Vega tells me not to worry about my duties for the rest of the day, then locks himself in the study. I’m glad. I don’t know if I could stand another second of him being around me like this.

      He’s counting on his cruelty to break me, but his kindness today is what I’ll have to fight to dig out from under my skin.
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      The day of the gala comes quickly after that, like it always does. I like having it that way. The anniversary of Max’s death makes me feel lower than dirt, and then throwing the gala makes me feel like a decent human being trying her best. This year, with Vega and his cronies hovering over my shoulder at every turn, and the guilt of my guards’ deaths still weighing heavy upon me, I’m not sure even that brief pat on the back will be enough to lift my spirits.

      I’m about to begin getting ready for the event when Vega informs me that everyone but Miel will be accompanying me.

      “Hernando and Brock?” I ask, shoving my hair out of my face. I should’ve been in the shower ten minutes ago. “You’re already my date, quote-unquote. The time to add people to the guest list was weeks ago.”

      “Tell Hunt they’re your bodyguards, that you need the extra security. Tell her you just had an attempted break-in and you’re just trying to be safe.”

      “I thought I wasn’t supposed to tell anyone about the recent break-in here,” I snark back, and Vega grabs my arm. Hard. I set my jaw and glare at him. I hate it when he does that.

      I wish he’d pull me closer.

      He doesn’t. He just squeezes my bicep, hard enough to remind me who’s in charge, and lets me go. “Don’t be smart. Hernando and Brock are coming. I’m not leaving you any wiggle room tonight, princess.”

      He holds my eyes for as long as I’ll let him, one thick brow raised. He’s right to be concerned. Tonight would be the perfect night to try and run again, but that’s exactly why it’s not. I know he’ll be watching me closer than ever. I don’t give him the satisfaction of a nod, or any kind of acknowledgment. I just continue the march toward the stairway.

      “Have Miel call the event planner,” I call back over my shoulder as I head to my room. “Whatever her name is.”

      I speed through my shower, brushing my teeth as my conditioner sits, letting the conditioner wash out as I shave my legs. I’m used to being in a rush. Even back when I didn’t have to finish making beds before I could begin getting ready, I’d put it off for as long as possible. I hate the cameras to smile at, the hands to shake, the small talk to fake. I should be grateful for an escape from this prison of a house, but I’m not, not really. This will just be a new cage, one made of glass for people to peer at me through. The biggest voyeur will be Vega, him and his men, watching my every move.

      After blow-drying and curling my hair in the steamy bathroom, I slip into my red silk robe and collapse in front of the vanity. I take my time with makeup. This is the part I can’t rush. Photos can’t tell if I skipped shaving above the knee today, but they’ll see the smudge of a sloppy cat eye.

      It feels like muscle memory, filling in my brows, buffing on my primer, foundation, concealer. It takes more patience to paint on some light-but-not-too-natural eye shadow, trace the liquid liner into an even wing on both sides, and glue on some falsies. I hate wearing those, but Mom always said, the cameras will never see your real lashes, honey, even with all that mascara.

      The cameras can’t see the real peaks and valleys of your face, either, but Mom died before people began caring about that. Highlight, contour, blend. Blood red lipstick in a shade that might as well be called Insert Penis Here, and I’m done.

      After brushing the excess powder off my nose, I glance at the clock on my nightstand. I miss my phone. I’m running a little low on time, but not as bad as I could be. My dress is hanging on display in my closet, the only new thing Vega’s let me buy in ages. Kate usually helps me with this part, and I would’ve asked Miel this year, but she’s still avoiding me. So I wriggle into the dress on my own, a classic black thing with a flowing tulle skirt that has sparkling rhinestones hand-glued into the layers, and a fitted bodice, the thick straps also decked out in cubic zirconia. Mom would have made Dad get her real Swarovski. I hope no one asks me who I’m wearing tonight. It’ll be the first year I’m embarrassed to answer that question.

      The last thing I add on is real, though. Heavy earrings straight from Mom’s jewelry box, all gold and diamond and pain that will take a full bottle of champagne to knock out if I’m to get through the night. I’d bear it forever, for the rush of oxygen that fills my lungs when I look at myself in the mirror in these. Mom wore them to her engagement party, a gift from her parents to celebrate the special day, even if they never did entirely approve of Dad. He wasn’t old money, like them. He was barely new money. I add a little more bronzer to the sides of my nose. There. Now I look just like Mom in the photos from that night, oh so many years ago.

      Hernando and Brock shower me in compliments when I finally come down the stairs. I smile and thank them politely. Miel watches silently from the hallway, jaw working some gum, brows knitted tight. Vega won’t even look at me. He announces we’re late, which is true, and rushes us out to the drive. I step into the BMW with him, and the guys take the Hummer.

      As we drive silently into the city, I refuse to look at Vega in return. I can tell from the corner of my eye he’s wearing a tux. I’ve never seen him in one before. He doesn’t look like he’s necessarily used to wearing one, either. He sits stiffly, steadfastly ignoring me, clenching and unclenching his jaw as we approach the High. I would almost say he’s nervous, if that seemed like the kind of word one would ever assign to Javier Vega. He’s worried I’ll try to flee again. He shouldn’t concern himself with such things. His iron grip feels choking around my throat, even without any vocal reminders of the threats looming over me.

      We pull up to the big white museum and I step out onto the walkway, smiling at the handful of camera flashes practicedly. It’s not a red carpet, not really. Not like at a West Coast movie premiere. These photos won’t make the front page of the AJC, but they’ll certainly be splashed across the lifestyle section. I glance back at Vega as he exits the BMW, handing the keys over to the valet. He has his shades on now, keeps his face slanted toward the floor. Did he not know there would be press waiting out here, unavoidable? He reaches me and presses his hand into my lower back, an unmistakable message to hurry inside. He would have made us go in the back way, if he’d known.

      Inside, the scene is hopping, even though it’s still early. I can hear the jazz band playing a lively set a few rooms down, and I can’t help but grin at the bouncy scats.

      Mrs. Hunt spots me and rushes over, in a chaste baby blue dress that accentuates her timelessly trim waist while distracting from her sagging bosom. We do the act of the European kiss on both cheeks for the cameras, and I can see the moment the photographers move on in the choreographed drop of our smiles.

      “This looks amazing,” I say, gazing around. The High’s big lobby looks as it always does on this night, but that’s not to say the sight isn’t gorgeous. “My compliments to… Margaret?”

      “Marjorie,” Mrs. Hunt corrects, but with a quick shake of the hand to indicate the correction is meaningless to her. “You were right, the jazz band is spectacular. I can’t wait to see Biddy Gunnar’s face when she arrives. But who is this?”

      She’s gesturing at Vega, and I shift uncomfortably on my stilettos. I can fake a peace between us, but I refuse to say the words.

      “I’m Javier Vega,” my so-called date says for me, reaching a hand out to Mrs. Hunt. She shrinks back but takes the extended hand for a quick, polite shake, drawing her pale palm back quickly. “Miss Palacios’s business associate.”

      “Business?” Mrs. Hunt repeats, arching a thin brow. “Selina, I didn’t think you involved yourself in the business side of Café Palacios.”

      “I don’t,” I say, matching her curved brow, and Vega steps in again.

      “I help Miss Palacios manage her personal wealth,” he explains, that damn hand on my back again. “We’re talking about delving into some new business ventures soon, though.”

      “Oh!” Mrs. Hunt says pleasantly, and I affix my eyes to the floor to hide my own surprise. I was wrong earlier. Vega isn’t the voyeur in my life. I’m the one watching my own life float past me, completely helpless, a mere figurehead. “How exciting. Well, I must go check on the caterers. Marjorie swears they’re the best in town, but I’ve never heard of them before. Do help yourselves to a drink or two, before the mobs arrive and leave us high and dry.”

      “We will,” I say, as Vega forces a quick chuckle. Mrs. Hunt trots off to the side, and I beeline for the bar. Vega follows, and surprisingly lets me order a vodka rocks. I gulp down a big swig eagerly while Vega asks for a beer. Rookie mistake. I wonder if Vega sees that in the quick flash of the bartender’s brows, before he digs out a bottle and hands it over.

      We wander deeper into the heart of the museum, sipping our drinks and eying the art cautiously. The band keeps playing, their notes waltzing up the big empty space between us toward the skylight above, where the dim lighting of the event turns into the hazy black of a city sky. No stars all the way out here. We’ve made the full circle before I notice Brock trailing a few yards behind us, and then I spot Hernando on the balcony above us. They’re both doing a decent job of looking casual, even though they should stand out like sore thumbs. It doesn’t matter. I knew from the start there would be no escape for me tonight.

      The hum of conversation is beginning to match the volume of the band as guests flood in. Servers slip through the cracks, holding high trays of hors d’oeuvres and champagne flutes. A few guests come up to us and we play nice, Vega’s hand on my waist, his smile on my face. With the last of the vodka pumping through my veins, the sax screaming behind us, this almost feels real for a moment. Normal.

      Vega presses his palm wide against my back, leans in close so I can hear him over the rumble of the room. So I can feel the heat of his minty breath on my ear.

      “Tell me about these people,” he asks, in a voice caught halfway between a whisper and a shout. “What do you know about them?”

      “What do you mean?” I frown at the hundreds of people flooding the room, not to mention those winding their way up to the second, third, fourth floor.

      “Any gossip going around about anyone?” Vega asks, the schoolgirl words sounding ridiculous on his lips. I pull away, unable to mask the quick shudder that runs through me at the blast of cold that seems to hit me in the absence of his heat.

      “I wouldn’t know,” I bite back, crossing my arms and refusing to meet his eyes. “I haven’t exactly been out and about lately, as you well know.”

      Vega lets me go, glancing around the room, not quite acknowledging my attitude. He says nothing to me, just nods at Brock, who pulls in a few feet closer to me and sets off up the winding ramp up to the second floor. I follow his projected path with my eyes. Above us, Isla del Rey is leaning on the balcony, all but shoving her boobs completely out of her vibrant violet dress. Her husband is nowhere to be seen, but that’s no surprise. Something deep and unexpected twists in my gut as I see her light up at Vega’s approach, see her launch her whole body into my captor’s for a far-too-friendly hug.

      I can’t believe I ever let myself get carried away in this moment, in this prolonged farce of his kindness and my desperation. I snatch a flute of champagne off a passing tray and drain the whole thing in one gulp before Brock taps me on the elbow warningly.

      When she’d had one too many glasses of white wine and felt like showing off her overpriced and underutilized Princeton degree, my mother used to quote to me, pars minima est ipsa puella sui, the girl is the least part of herself. She’d say, swaying in her seat and slurring lightly: “The girl is her money. The girl is her name. The girl is the symmetry of her face and the narrowness of her waist. But the girl will never simply be herself.”

      I know that right now I don’t matter to these people. Not to the guests, not to my bodyguards, not to Vega. They’re here for my money, here for my name. And maybe, I allow, with a shiver twisting down my spine, he’s here for the symmetry of my face and narrowness of my waist.

      But none of them give a shit about me otherwise, that’s for damn sure, I remind myself as I steal another champagne and slam it back. There’s no one left to care about me anymore.
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      From my new perch on the second floor I watch Selina gulp down champagne. A glass or two is fine, but the last thing we need is a drunk captive-in-plain-sight. I catch Brock’s eyes and give him a quick nod in Selina’s direction. He nods back and approaches her.

      “So what brings you my way?” Isla asks, giving her hot-pink drink a dramatic stir, the full-body motion taking her from 75% tits to 99% tits. “Miss Palacios being a bitch? I hear she can be a bit of one.”

      I ignore the way the woman presses Selina’s name, then decide to ignore the jab entirely. Selina’s honor isn’t mine to defend, as I’m sure she’d be quick to remind me.

      “I’ve never been to one of these parties before,” I say, hoping Isla will infer that I’ve never been to one of these Atlanta galas, not the truth, which is that I’ve never been to a charity event like this, period. “And I don’t know many of these people yet. I’m looking for information, and you seem like a damn good source.”

      Isla all but begins bouncing with glee. If there were even a bit of literal bouncing involved, those photographers downstairs would get a great nip slip for the front pages tomorrow. Where’s the husband? I eye the crowds but don’t spot him easily.

      “You were right to come to me,” Isla says very seriously, laying a gentle hand on my forearm. I swear I can feel Selina’s eyes on us but I force myself not to look her way. “What kind of information? Net worths? Mistresses? Coke habits? Gay stuff?”

      This woman is a gold mine. I can’t believe I didn’t think to come to her sooner. Maybe Miel will stop moping around if I bring home enough leverage.

      “Oh, anything and everything,” I say casually. Isla doesn’t seem the type to question an urge to gossip just for the fun of it, but I feel the need to explain. “Being the new kid in crowds like this always feels a little better with an ace up the sleeve, you know?”

      “I know,” she says, hand still on my arm, nodding with intensely pursed lips. She doesn’t know. I did my research on the del Reys. She was born into Atlanta high society, and married Mateo when she was just eighteen. His family had the upper hand, financially speaking, but after merging their fortunes their collective net worth skyrocketed. I glance around the room for the publishing king again. I think that’s him down by the band, huddling with those older white guys we played croquet with, somehow all managing to look like they’re smoking cigars even while empty handed.

      “So what do you have for me?” I ask, sweeping my hand out at the crowd around us. Even in the sea of big black dresses, I spot Selina easily. Brock’s got a tight eye on her as she shakes hands with the man I easily recognize as the mayor, her scarlet lips twisted into a smile that I just as easily recognize as fake.

      “Oh, where to start, where to start,” Isla frets histrionically, but I can tell she’s loving this. If I hadn’t come up to her, I wonder if she’d still be standing here alone, watching the party happen around her. She didn’t exactly strike me as the wallflower type, but last time I saw her, she was in full hostess mode. “Okay, I’ve got it. See that guy down there? Cheap tux and the over-gelled hair?”

      I nod in affirmation, surreptitiously grabbing my phone out as if to check for messages real quick and setting the voice memo app to record before I tuck the device back into the pocket closest to my companion’s big mouth.

      “Richard Duvernay, his family pretty much invented the paper towel. And they used to own slaves, but we don’t talk about that.”

      She whispers the second part in a semi-hushed tone. Is that the best she’s got? We’re surrounded by old money in the deep South. Half this crowd probably shares that so-called secret.

      “Their oldest son isn’t his,” Isla hisses close in my ear, and my eyebrows shoot all the way up. “He doesn’t know, but the wife, Olivia, got too drunk at an engagement party two years ago and told me. I don’t even know if she remembers that. But Richard must not know at all, because the kid is set to inherit the whole company.”

      I swear I could kiss Isla, if it wouldn’t open fifty new cans of worms for me. This secret alone could keep my new business afloat for the next year. We need more than that to survive long term, though.

      I whistle out appreciatively at Isla’s information, giving her a thoroughly impressed look. It takes about ten seconds of knowing the woman to see that a little positive attention will get you a long way in her book. If tonight is any indication of her home life, it doesn’t seem like she’s getting much of that from Mateo. I glance back at him, but he’s busying himself with a whiskey neat and a conversation that is making him guffaw unattractively. Does he see us, right up here? If I saw my woman standing so close to another man, in that dress, I’d rip his dick off.

      The thought inevitably draws my attention back to Selina. She’s talking to a Falcons player, holding another flute of champagne and giggling at something he’s saying. Is that a real laugh? I can’t tell from here. It doesn’t matter.

      “That tall guy by the Van Gogh, third floor?” Isla is saying, nodding discreetly up and across from us. “With the beefy redhead?”

      I confirm that I spot them, although no one in their right mind would call the modelesque redhead beefy.

      “He owns a national chain of steakhouses. Wild West themed, heavy on the racist overtones. His business is going under, go figure, but he’s trying to keep it on the low. If he keeps digging himself into debt this fast, though, I’m sure it won’t stay a secret much longer.”

      Now I’m the one practically bouncing in delight. As the champagne flows and the music floats, Isla tells me about a Turner exec with a penchant for high-end escorts, a retired country star with a shopping addiction her royalties can’t keep up with, and the Falcons player I saw flirting with Selina earlier, whose wife has a tendency of ending up in the ER after bad games. That last one will be a pleasure to exploit—strictly because the guy is a dirtbag, of course.

      “How do you know all this?” I ask when Isla pauses to grab another drink, showing no signs of reaching the limits of her knowledge. I’m not putting on a show to pet her ego. I’m genuinely impressed.

      The woman shrugs, wandering away from the balcony and towards the marble sculpture behind us. I follow, quickly tapping off the recording in my pocket.

      “I listen,” Isla says with a shrug, cocking her head away from me and pretending to examine the sculpture. Possibly, actually examining the sculpture. I follow her gaze. The marble woman is just a few feet tall but each feature seems unbearably precise: tiny folds in the bend of knuckles around a cross, a small roll of flesh tucked between the rounded breast and the belly. I yearn to touch the stone just to see if it’s paradoxically as soft as it looks, but refrain. I look at the small tag affixed to the base of the sculpture instead. St. Rita. That was my mother’s saint.

      Isla is looking at me now, eyes baleful and wide, her fingertips resting lightly on the very edge of the sculpture’s base, almost thoughtlessly. She shouldn’t be touching that, I think, but her face is so wrong that her actions become meaningless. She looks nearly real in this moment, nothing like the blatantly flirtatious, decadently obnoxious woman I thought I was getting to know.

      “People think I don’t hear things, because I’m always talking, always loud,” she’s saying, and this new facade—or the lack of the old one—is so unsettling I find it hard to meet her eyes. “But I do. I see things, too. I know there’s something going on with you and Selina, something you don’t want anyone to know about. And I think I’m going to figure it out if you’re not more careful.”

      We just study one another for a moment. The only way I find myself on the wrong end of a knowing stare like hers anymore is if I’m caught off guard, and boy did she catch me. Still, I recover quickly, chuckling as if this whole thing is nothing but a joke.

      “Trust me,” I say, wishing I had a drink in my hands to fiddle with. “Miss Palacios and I are simply business partners. Nothing more.”

      I hit the last bit with the verbal equivalent of a wink, being as seemingly obvious as I can without giving it away for free. Let her think we’re fucking, that that’s the big secret she thinks we have. I can’t see Selina from back here, but I can picture her perfectly, from the tiny toes peeking out from her open-toed stilettos to the way the corners of her dark eyes drop when she’s done posing for her conversation partner. Even when she’s not around, she haunts me.

      “Good eye,” I say to my current companion, perhaps pushing the matter too far for believability, but hoping that the compliment will distract her. I seal it with the truth, which is always the best way to sell a lie. “You are a very surprising woman, Isla del Rey.”
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      I don’t get to find out if Isla’s information would’ve been enough to win Miel back over. We get home from the gala too late to bother with any kind of business, and I’ve barely settled down with my morning mug of coffee when she bursts into the kitchen, slapping today’s issue of the AJC down on the counter in front of me.

      I know exactly what this means.

      Biting the inside of my cheek to keep the tremor of panic out of my hands, I set my coffee down and flip to the lifestyle section. Miel could’ve at least done me the decency of bringing the paper to me already open to the offending image, but that would be too easy.

      Front page, above the fold, is Selina and Mrs. Hunt cheesing for the camera, the mayor sandwiched between them. Nothing to warrant this reaction. We expected a photo like this. I follow the story inside, where there are half a dozen other photos of guests at the gala, including a few we’ll be paying a visit to very soon. Nothing immediately stands out to me as worth Miel’s so-far-silent outburst, so I peer closer. There. Fuck.

      In the background of the picture of James Quincey and his wife I see a familiar pair of tits leaning over the balcony. Next to them, a grainy, black-and-white rendition of my own face.

      Maybe it’s not so bad. My face in the photo is fairly small and turned a bit to the side. If I wasn’t searching for something, I might’ve missed it. What are the chances that coke dealers read the lifestyle section, anyway?

      But I can’t convince my pounding heart to slow. It’s not the end of the world—yet—but it’s something. We can’t risk something. At least I’m not with Selina in the photo. Small favors.

      “What now?” Miel asks, breaking the weeks of silence. Ten minutes ago I would’ve been relieved. Now I can’t bring myself to care about this minute development in light of the oncoming chaos.

      “We wait,” I say, folding the paper back up and sliding it away from us, as if distance between our bodies and the offending photo will protect us. “No need to panic yet. Get the guys so we can discuss heightened security, though. We’ll leave at least two people back with Selina from now on.”

      “We should lay low altogether,” Miel says, taking the barstool beside me. “Especially you. Let me and Hernando take care of outstanding business, and we’ll all keep a low profile otherwise. At least until we know what we’re dealing with here.”

      “Absolutely not,” I say. Even if the timing weren’t so damn bad, we can’t afford to lay low for even a day. “I got an assload of new leads last night, and we’re not sitting on them just because something may or may not be brewing. And these are big leads, the kind that we can’t say no to, so don’t even start.”

      Miel nibbles her bottom lip, absently reaching for my half-empty cup of coffee and taking a sip.

      “How big?” she says at last, turning to me with brows pulled tight.

      I fish my phone out of my pocket and open the notes app, where I transcribed all the important info from my conversation with Isla last night. Just because it was too late to drag the others into business doesn’t mean I couldn’t get shit done. I slide the phone across the granite counter toward Miel, who pulls it close and begins to scroll through my list. I watch her eyes slowly grow wider—I ordered the list from the smallest to biggest fish. When she gets to the last name, she pulls her breath in sharply.
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      I sleep in the morning after the gala. Vega doesn’t tell me I can, but I can’t bring myself to care what he wants from me. Not anymore. Not after watching him flirt with Isla all night.

      When the need for caffeine finally becomes too intense to bear, I crawl out of bed, pull leggings on under the silk cami I fell asleep in, and trudge downstairs. No one is in the kitchen. I can tell they’ve been here though, because the french press is drained. I put the kettle on and grab a green tea sachet from the cupboard.

      The house seems oddly quiet. I wonder why Vega wasn’t beating down my door when I failed to provide the daily breakfast. Could it have been that easy to get away with misbehavior this whole time? I know that much isn’t true. While I wait for my water to boil, my eye catches on something on the far end of the counter. The AJC. Today’s issue, which will have photos from last night. I grab it and flip to the lifestyle pages quickly, eager to see what people had to say about this year’s gala. I want the flattery of a glowing review as much as the next person, of course, but a small part of me is desperately hoping that they might have printed a few quotes about how pale the hostess looked, how there seemed to be strange men watching her every move, anything to raise even the slightest of suspicions. There’s nothing, of course. That would be insane.

      What does catch my eye is the photo on the left, just below the fold. James Quincey grins out at me eagerly, but my gaze is fixed just behind him. Vega. His face is turned a bit to the side, the image blurred in print, but unmistakable.

      My heart rate picks up.

      That’s why the paper is here and my captors are not. I’ve heard their warnings, watched them shy away from cameras. They’ve been absolutely paranoid about their likenesses being captured and published, and those fears have finally come true.

      The kettle whistles and I jerk toward it, an unfamiliar feeling of anticipation bubbling in my belly.

      Bad news for my enemies means good news for me.
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      The jubilant feeling of hope buoys me through my daily chores at record speed. I feel like a Disney princess, seconds away from bursting into a choreographed musical number as I waltz through my dreary life. Maybe a fleet of woodland animals will join me, or my mop will come to life. My spirits dampen slightly when I get to the library and remember my favorite of those classic movies. Belle’s happy ever after was in the embrace of her captor, after all. Stockholm Syndrome can be a bitch.

      I’m changing the sheets in Miel’s room, which was my own bedroom for the first couple decades of my life, when the young woman enters. The expression on her face stops me cold. We were never truly friends, of course, and she’s been avoiding me for weeks now, but the anxiety in her eyes, the jagged exhale of breath as she leans against the closed bedroom door, still twists my guts up. Imagining my captors’ distress was one thing. Seeing it on Miel’s face turns out to be another.

      “What’s wrong?” my mouth asks instinctively, even though my brain knows the answer. Miel glances up at me, her face instantly pulling back into resting bitch mode.

      “Nothing that concerns you,” she says after a beat, shrugging out of her sweatshirt as she heads for the closet, letting the garment fall limply to the floor. I’ll have to pick that up later.

      “I already know,” I say, deciding to force my empathetic concern back into celebratory confidence. “I saw the photo. I know that whatever y’all are afraid of, it’s coming. And I for one can’t wait to get my old life back.”

      Miel spins back to me, the tank top in her hand whipping through the air. Her skin is golden, the kind of tan that you’re born with, that stays through the winter. Her belly is flat, not in the way that mine is, molded by yoga and pilates, but ridged with lean muscle that probably didn’t come from a gym. Her cotton bra is faded and ratty at the edges, but my eyes catch on something starting at her left bra strap and curving down into her humble cleavage, following the edge of the frayed cup. It’s not another tattoo. It’s a crooked path of perfectly round, puckered marks, just a shade lighter than the rest of her flesh. Scar tissue.

      If Miel sees me staring, she doesn’t care, her own eyes ablaze. “You really don’t fucking get it, do you?” she snaps, and I can see the slight tremor in her hands, as if she’s struggling to refrain herself from closing the distance between us and strangling me. Or as if she’s really that freaked out. “We’re not doing this because it gets us off. We’re not doing this to you for fun, Selina. This is life or death for me and Javi, and the people we’re dealing with don’t give a shit about collateral damage. That means it’s life or death for you too, princesa.”

      I like it better when Vega calls me that.

      The thought flits passively through my brain while the full weight of what Miel just said takes its time sinking in. I can’t believe it never occurred to me that there could be people out there worse than my captors. Am I really that naive? That idiotic?

      Miel clearly thinks so. Her tank is on now, she’s grabbing her trademark leather jacket and slamming the door behind her as she leaves me alone again.

      Maybe she’s just trying to scare me back into submission. Maybe the people coming for them are on my side of the law, blazing down the highway right now on their way to save me. Maybe.

      I finish pulling the sheets up on the bed, my own hands shaking now.

      What if my captivity has just been the beginning of my troubles?
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      We start at the top of the list. A pessimistic part of me wonders if we’ll ever get the chance to work our way up to the big fish at the bottom, but I don’t dwell on the thought. We’re all pretty much carrying our body weight in weaponry these days, and besides, it’s been nearly two weeks without any signs of trouble. I’m not letting myself sit back yet, though. Not until the whole city of Atlanta is in my hands.

      Today, our role is not so much that of “investors,” but more of straight-up extortionists. I don’t care much about the semantics. Money is power, and power is money. All I need is enough of both to keep me and mine alive.

      Miel and I pull up to the coffee shop Olivia Duvernay is known to stop at for a cup of tea while her youngest daughter is at her bi-weekly ballet lesson. We park halfway down the street—the gleaming Hummer doesn’t look quite as out of place here in the heart of Buckhead—and spot the Duvernays’ silver Audi a few cars down. She’s here. Miel and I give each other a quick nod and make our way to the cafe in big strides.

      Blessedly, Olivia Duvernay is the kind of wealthy woman who likes to live as if she doesn’t have a public net worth. She married into her money, after all. Richard met her at Stanford, where she was on scholarship. He really should’ve seen it coming, forcing a West Coast trailer park princess into high society in the heart of the South. It’s no wonder the woman cracked under that pressure. Right now, I’m hoping she’ll crack as easily under ours.

      Tall and blonde, with the kind of flat tan that had to have come from a bottle, Olivia is perched at the far end of the coffee shop. There’s a thick paperback split open on the table in front of her, beside a tall mug of tea. No guards. No drivers. No one but her.

      I order two overpriced black coffees and a donut for Miel. She’s incorrigible. We wait silently for our order, then accept it and march with confidence to Olivia’s table. The place is busy enough that she doesn’t immediately clock our trajectory, but not so crowded we’ll have to worry about being overheard. I set our coffees down and pull a chair out for myself, flashing a smile as Olivia’s eyes begin to go wide and scared.

      “Don’t react,” I say, with the carefully curated edge in my eyes that says I’ve got a gun without actually having to flash one. “We’re just here to talk.”

      Mrs. Duvernay’s eyes stay scared, darting around the cafe, but she keeps her mouth shut. I see her give us both a quick once-over. We’re not decked out in our usual leather uniforms today—we didn’t want anyone calling the police the second they saw us approaching this rich white woman. Instead, we’re in our best business casual, a likely useless effort to blend into this uptown crowd.

      “Smile, ma’am,” Miel chirps at Olivia, flashing a smile of her own. All teeth, like a wolf cornering its prey. Olivia manages to twist the corners of her mouth up into a grimace before leaning in close.

      “What do you people want?” she asks, and despite the terror in her eyes, her voice is all nerve. “If this is supposed to be a mugging,you won’t get very far.”

      Miel and I exchange a glance. Back talk. Two decades in a Georgia mansion have done nothing for this woman’s trashy streak.

      “I guess this is kind of a mugging,” Miel says, cocking her head as if deep in thought. “Just very prolonged, complicated, and hopefully, less messy.”

      I shoot her a shut up look, and my partner just gives a little shrug before turning her attention to the donut in her hand.

      “Tell us about your son,” I say, redirecting the conversation. I see a tiny flicker in Olivia’s eyes at the mention, gone fast enough I might’ve missed it if I wasn’t looking for it. “Harold? He just started his last year at Stanford, didn’t he? I hear he’s working toward an MBA. Destined to take over his daddy’s business, I suppose.”

      “Are you threatening my son?” Olivia hisses at us, and if I didn’t need her to roll over for me so damn fast I might admire the woman’s backbone. I wonder if it’s a maternal instinct, or something she was born with. A side effect of poverty that she just can’t shake.

      “No, ma’am,” Miel says, licking glaze off her middle finger. She has a way of hitting that ma’am that makes it sound like a proper four letter word. “We’re threatening you.”

      I resist the urge to give Miel another look. She loves the theatrics of the job too much. This isn’t the time or place for improv.

      “Duvernay Paper,” I say, and Olivia redirects her attention back to me. That glimmer of paranoia in her eyes is a bit brighter now. “Do you think Richard would be so eager to hand the throne over to his only son if he knew the truth?”

      I’m wondering if Olivia is going to make us say it. Rub her nose in it. Miel is chomping at the bit to, I can see that much. We even know who the real baby daddy is, or at least have a damn good guess. There was an ex-boyfriend in the trailer park, not very handsome and not even a little wealthy, but that hardly matters. It’s hard to shake your first love, even when your new one comes with a billion dollar inheritance.

      But Olivia doesn’t make us say it, and she doesn’t bother with her half of the script either. No how could you know, or but I’ve never told anyone that. Instead, she repeats her original query, this time with a bit less fire.

      “What do you want?”

      “Money,” I say. This part should be easy enough. “Monthly deposits, for as long as we see fit. In exchange, we won’t tell dear Richard about this. Harold gets to keep that juicy inheritance, and you get to keep life as you know it.”

      “This is illegal,” Olivia says simply, but without any fight left in her. Good girl.

      I’m about to go on when the bell above the cafe door jingles, a sound that’s been happening every few minutes, but this time it’s accompanied by a sudden silence from the other patrons. Olivia is facing the door, and I see her eyes go wide again, maybe wider than they did when we approached her, those thin lips opening as if to scream. Miel follows her gaze and the look on her face tells me everything, but I still have to turn and see for myself.

      Three men stand in the entrance, and I don’t have to check the tattoos on their arms to recognize them or who sent them. Marco, Dante, and Caleb. Once upon a time I might’ve called them friends. The ice in their eyes leaves no room for interpretation regarding the updated status of our relationship. Not to mention the guns they’re all brazenly waving around, safety off.

      Really? Right here in Buckhead, in broad daylight? But there’s no time to marvel at how badly we’re wanted dead. There’s barely time to grab at the Glock tucked into my waistband, just under my shirt. I make fast eye contact with Miel. She’s terrified, I know her well enough to recognize that, but she’s not letting it paralyze her.

      The guys are strutting towards us now, leveling their weapons at any patrons that seem to be moving toward their phones. Seeing our own drawn weapons, Olivia is shaking now, a full-body tremor with silent tears moistening her cheeks. Assuming we all make it out of this alive, I hope she’ll remember this fear. It’ll make our second conversation go by a lot faster.

      We aren’t dead yet, which means these guys don’t have kill orders. Bad news, that means he wants to kill us himself, which won’t be nearly as pleasant as getting shot down in a high-end coffee shop. Good news, that means we stand at least half a chance of getting out of here in one piece.

      I’m standing now, pointing my gun at Marco, the trio’s leader. I can feel Miel rising to her feet just behind me, her own weapon ready.

      “Don’t be stupid, Vega,” Marco says, getting too close, too fast. “It’s over, man.”

      I say nothing, not needing or wanting to waste energy on a comeback. For once, Miel keeps her mouth shut too. I can’t look at her over my shoulder right now, pass along a message through eye contact. I just have to hope that despite the recent chasm between us, we can still be in sync when it counts.

      We must be, because she’s my shadow as I dodge left, making a beeline to the order counter, where the underpaid cafe employees are cowering in their brown aprons and goofy caps. Miel slides over first, sending paper cups and plastic lids flying everywhere, and crouches behind the counter, gun raised for cover as I leap over. There’s a gunshot, chased by a dozen shrieks, but the bullet misses me by a foot, bursting open a huge cannister of coffee beans and sending them onto the floor in a cascade. Miel slides on the debris, nearly losing her footing, but recovers quickly and throws open the swinging chrome door toward the kitchen, dodging behind it. I wonder if the people working back here called the police, or if they fled out the back door long ago. If the police are on their way, Miel and I are just as fucked as our enemy.

      Another bullet, this one hitting the glass window of the kitchen door, shattering it. Miel gives a little scream and ducks, but quickly rises to provide cover as I make my way toward her. She shoots over my shoulder, and I see blood beginning to drip down her chin from a gash along her cheek where a shard of glass must have gotten her. There’s no time, no fucking time. I reach the kitchen door and we’re almost out.

      Then there’s another gunshot, and this one doesn’t miss.
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      I should be vacuuming the carpet upstairs. There’s a trail of cookie crumbs leading directly toward Miel’s room. Instead, I’m potentially feeding into the problem. I’ve got a German chocolate cake in the oven—technically just a regular chocolate cake at this stage,—and I’m sitting on the kitchen floor, watching through the tiny glass window like a hawk as the batter ever so slowly rises up into baked fluff. The little bell goes off after exactly thirty minutes, letting me know it’s go time, but as I stare at the dark shape inside the oven, everything inside me screams to wait just another minute or two. I nibble on my bottom lip nervously as the seconds tick past the recommended bake time. Who am I to tempt fate? In the background I hear Hernando and Brock scrambling around, muttering anxiously. Vega and Miel must be back, and these two have been doing nothing all day but goofing off on the Xbox. No wonder they’re panicking. Ever since that photo was published a couple weeks ago, Vega has been working everyone to their limit.

      There. Something inside me clicks, and I jerk the oven door open, grabbing the cake out as fast as I can. Even through the thick mitt I can feel the comforting warmth of the scorching-hot metal pan. I set it down gently on the counter and examine it closely, giving the chocolatey flesh a gentle poke with my fingertip. Moist, firm, perfect. I exhale into a huge grin. Did I finally do it? Did I finally master the painfully basic chore of baking a cake? I hear the front door open and shut, and footsteps heading to the kitchen.

      “Hey guys,” I call out cheerfully, not caring that Vega will be pissed at me for not doing my chores, or that being this excited over a damn cake is embarrassing, even for me. I pick the cake back up and spin around to show off as I hear the kitchen door swing open. “Look what I—”

      Blood.

      The cake slips easily out of my mitted hands, tin landing on the floor in a triumphant crash. I don’t see exactly what happens to my masterpiece. All I see is blood, staining the front of Miel’s shirt, drying on her chin, still dribbling from a sharp cut across her cheek. More blood, soaking through Vega’s shirt sleeve, slipping through the cracks between the fingers of the hand he’s pressing hard against his bicep. There’s a stubbornly silent grimace on his face, and my feet stumble forward of their own accord. I’m vaguely aware of a chunk of chocolate squishing under my foot, but my senses are busy being overwhelmed by all the fucking blood.

      Miel manages to give the illusion of throwing Vega my way without even touching him. I swear I haven’t moved, but somehow I’m in front of him, my hands raising to touch him, then freezing confusedly in midair. They don’t know what I’m doing, feeling, thinking either.

      “This is your fault,” Miel spits at me, jerking her bleeding head at the wounded Vega. “Fix it.”

      My fault? How the hell? But Miel is already spinning on her heel and marching out of the kitchen. Hernando and Brock look at Vega hesitantly, but he just nods at them.

      “I’m fine here,”  he says, making my heart falter. Am I really supposed to handle whatever this is? “Brock, see that she patches that cut up right and that she’s not hurt anywhere else. Hernando, we weren’t followed, but I need you to get online and make sure we got away clean, especially with the cops. And make sure Olivia Duvernay isn’t talking.”

      Olivia Duvernay? Paper towel trophy wife? How the hell is she involved in any of this? Hernando and Brock are both nodding curtly, running off in their respective directions, and suddenly it’s just me and Vega and all the blood, the walls of the kitchen closing in tight around us.

      “What happened?” I make myself breathe out, as Vega heads toward the big kitchen sink. Now that everyone else is gone, he seems to be letting just a sliver of the pain he must be in onto his face. “Is it really my fault somehow?”

      “No, Miel’s just being a bitch because she’s pissed and in pain,” Vega says, and I can tell he instantly feels bad for saying anything negative or humanizing about his right-hand gal to me. “Listen, you don’t have to worry about this. Just go upstairs for a while, I’ll be fine.”

      He releases the pressure of his hand, and I glimpse the roundish shape of the wound as a waterfall of fresh blood begins to pour out.

      “Is that a gunshot?” I ask in a shrill stage whisper, although the answer probably should’ve been clear from the start. “Miel too?”

      “Yeah, this is,” Vega says through gritted teeth as he presses the damp, bacteria-laden kitchen towel up to the gushing wound. “Miel got some broken glass to the face. Seriously, Selina, I can handle this on my own.”

      Clearly not, I want to say, tempted to grab that filthy rag off the open wound here and now.

      “No, Javier, let me help,” I say instead, shoving down the beckoning images of gunshot, blood, darkness, pain as deep as they’ll go. This is not the time for a flashback. “There’s a ton of first aid shit in the bathroom upstairs, can you make it up there?”

      It’s not until we’re halfway up the stairs, dripping blood on the sparkling white steps, that I realize I called him by his first name. Why the hell would I do that? I hope he didn’t notice.

      In my giant bathroom, I get Vega to sit on the edge of the tub, where most of the mess should hypothetically be easy to wash down the drain. I dig the first aid kit out from the back of the cabinet. Despite my eye-rolling, Kate insisted on keeping this stocked all these years, and right now I’m grateful.

      Once I’ve gotten all the shit I don’t recognize spilled over the already-messy counter, I freeze, unsure of what comes next. Why did I even drag myself into this? He gave me such an easy out.

      “The bullet is still in there, so you’ll have to get that out before you can do anything else,” Vega says, seeing my hesitance. He forces a humorless laugh. “I don’t suppose you’ve got some good moonshine hidden around here somewhere? I think we could both use some.”

      No, but I do have something better. I jerk open a drawer and find the orange bottle behind a mess of nail polish and half-used tubes of mascara. I check the label real quick. The expiration date was a couple weeks ago, but those are all bullshit anyway, right?

      I shake out a couple pills into my open palm and offer them up to Vega.

      “What’s this?” he asks, raising an eyebrow.

      “Oxy,” I say, pushing my hand closer.

      “Have you been taking this?” Vega asks gruffly, even as he takes the pills from my hand and swallows them dry. I fight the tingle that threatens to dance up my spine when his fingertips brush my palm. We haven’t been this close since we kissed in the del Reys’ stable.

      “No,” I say, shaking the nearly full bottle in his face before tossing it demonstratively in the wastebasket. After everything that happened five years ago, I’d never touch drugs again. I don’t know why I still keep anything even remotely tempting around, honestly. Maybe as a punishment, a reminder of my past sins. Bang, bang. Blood. I give my head a tiny shake to clear it and turn back to Vega. “Okay, now what?”

      “Alcohol,” he says, nodding toward the bottle of rubbing alcohol sitting front and center. I reach for it, and when I turn back Vega is undoing his buttons, shrugging out of his shirt.

      Shit. For a second, I’m paralyzed, eyes fixated on the way crimson blood trails down his toned arm. And his bare chest, each defined ridge and valley glimmering with perspiration—

      “Selina,” he interrupts my reverie, and I startle back to attention, feeling my cheeks heat. With trembling hands I’m glad I can chalk up to the absolutely non-sexual tension of the situation, I unscrew the cap of the plastic bottle. Vega stretches his wounded arm over the tub, and I lean in close, slowly pouring the liquid over the bloody hole in his flesh.

      “Fuck,” he hisses, and he’s too naked to say shit like that. He’s in pain, I remind myself. But what fun is pleasure without a little pain?

      What the hell is wrong with me?

      I turn away quickly, because I just know that whatever is happening to me must be all over my face. I have to focus on the task at hand. Vega, my captor, is hurt. Javier, the man who is ruining my life, needs my help.

      I have to focus.

      What’s next? The bullet has to come out. Do I use tweezers? I have some on my vanity.

      “Just use your hands,” Vega groans, and a twisted rush of heat settles at my center. Women’s pain has always been sexualized for the pleasure of men. Maybe I’m just being a feminist by finding this man’s agonized moans so confusingly arousing.

      FOCUS.

      The bullet. I have to use my hands.

      Over the sink, I pour the last of the rubbing alcohol onto my right hand, then join Vega back at the tub. Did he really think he could take care of this himself, standing over the kitchen sink with nothing but dish soap and greasy rags? I begin at a distance, standing as far from him as I can, but he reaches his good hand out and pulls me closer.

      Blood on my shirt.

      I lower myself down onto the edge of the tub beside him, swinging my legs around to face the opposite direction.

      Blood on my shoes.

      Inhale, exhale.

      Vega lays his wounded left arm across my lap, blood trickling down onto my jeans, gaping gash right in my face, and I can’t believe I have ever felt anything but nauseated by this situation. Still, I’m here, and I desperately want to be the type of person who can come through on her word, even now. Even when my word was to help my enemy.

      Kate was always religious. Love thy enemy, she used to say, when the loss was fresh and I was channeling all my grief into rage against the shooter. She dropped that line pretty fast once I threatened to slap her next time she said it. I would never hurt Kate, of course. But I would never love my enemy, either.

      Focus.

      Blood on my legs.

      I grip Vega’s bicep with my left hand. His arm is thick, warm, and he inhales through his teeth at the touch. He said he’s done this before. Has he been shot a lot? He’s acting like this barely hurts, when it must be one of the worst pains.

      Max didn’t even scream. Didn’t cry. He didn’t have time to hurt. His eyes were glassy when he hit the floor. In my arms, he was still breathing, but I was the only one in pain.

      My fingers are shaking as I reach my right hand toward the wound. I have to do this. He needs me.

      “Hey,” Vega says gently, and my eyes somehow manage to focus on his face. When was the last time I spoke? My mouth feels sewn shut, my tongue stone. Javier is holding my gaze. “Are you sure you can do this?”

      No.

      “Yes,” I breathe out, and I mean it. If I can help, I’m going to help. Even if the man in pain is my tormentor.

      Biting the inside of my cheek, I force my hand to steady and dig my fingers into Vega’s flesh before I have time to let myself think about it. Hot. Wet. I can feel his muscle pulsing around me, or maybe I’m just in my head. I bite the inside of my cheek to keep myself focused. Find the bullet. I have to find the bullet. Vega is silent, but his good hand reaches out to me, lands on my knee. As I dig around inside his body, his fingers dig into my thigh, squeezing through the pain.

      There’s something warm in my mouth. Blood.

      Blood.

      My fingertips feel something hard. Bone? My vision threatens to blur, black out. No, it’s small. The bullet! It takes a few tries to catch the scrap of metal. My fingers have never felt thicker. Vega’s grip is going to leave bruises on my thigh. He’s trying hard to bite back his pain, but the way I’m digging around in his open arm, even he can’t help but breathe heavy.

      Got it.

      Thank fucking god.

      I pull it out as fast as I can. As soon as my hand is free, my fingers give, and the bullet falls into the porcelain tub with a nearly musical tinkle. I watch it skid down the stream of blood and catch in the drain.

      My hand is covered in blood.

      “You’re doing great,” Vega says, and his hand isn’t on my leg anymore. His voice is thin. He shouldn’t have to be the one doing the pep talking.

      I shouldn’t be doing this for him at all.

      What now?

      I need to disinfect the wound again. The rubbing alcohol is all gone. My eyes skim over the mess on the counter. Hydrogen peroxide. My bloody shoes skid on the floor, but I’m in the zone now. I’m outside of my body, taking care of this shit like I know what I’m doing. My hand wraps around the brown bottle and I’m pouring liquid over the wound again. It bubbles, and Vega hisses, and now it’s time to seal the gash up. Band-aids won’t cut it. My hands dance over all my options, leaving red stains on every one. There’s a suture kit, there, under the Pepto. Kate really did think of everything. Was she just paranoid, or did she know from the start I was destined for trouble? I grab the black silk because I don’t have time to research my options, and in any other situation I’d take black silk over green nylon or blue polyester, too. I meet Vega’s eyes for a quick moment, and he gives me a nod. I wonder if he usually stitches himself back up. I wonder if Miel ever does it for him. I wonder how many messy scars are hiding on his body in places I can’t see.

      The stitches don’t go by quickly. It takes forever and Vega keeps moaning in pain, but I can’t seem to make it better, no matter how hard I try. When we’re finally done, I pour some more hydrogen peroxide, just in case, and tape a thick patch of gauze onto the hopefully repaired wound.

      Then it’s just us, sitting on the edge of the tub, surrounded by blood—blood—and scattered medical supplies and the unending moment we just went through together. Vega’s bad arm is still stretched across my lap, my fingertips still resting gently on his hot flesh. My eyes flutter up to his, which are already on me. We just look at each other for a moment, like we never have, like I’ve always been afraid to. I’ve never felt such closeness to someone, not even naked in bed. What happened between us just now was something… intimate. Intimate and inevitable, despite my best efforts. I’m caught halfway outside of my body, halfway outside of the present. I don’t know which half of me it is that leans in, quick and impulsive, and presses my lips against Javier’s.

      When he kissed me in the stable I didn’t have time to process the moment. He took me by surprise, and my mind was so muddled with fear and horror that all I could do was cling to the only solid presence near me. When I finally regained the presence of mind to respond to his actions, either to pull him closer or push him away, the moment was already over. But now, now the moment is everywhere, and I am consumed by sensation. His mouth is hot, and his lips are plush, for a boy, and he’s inhaling sharply, surprised. I pull away quickly, before I have time to let myself realize what I’ve done.

      This is the man that’s been blackmailing me, playing mind games with me, keeping me captive in my own home while he extorts me for money. I hate myself for wanting him, but my body screams for more. I’m tired, tired of running, tired of living in fear, tired of fighting this twisted attraction between us. I need the kind of release that only he can provide, fucked up as it may be, and I think he needs this, too.

      We stare each other down for half a second. His pupils are wide, making his brown eyes look black. In a breath, his good arm is twining around my waist, pulling me closer, and I’m meeting him halfway. Our lips meet again, and this time they part open, eager, inviting. His tongue dips into my mouth, hot and demanding, and I hear him emit the tiniest sound when I let my teeth catch it ever so slightly. My body is pressing against his naked chest, his right hand teasing the bottom hem of my t-shirt, my left hand shy against the valleys of his six pack. My right hand on his wounded arm, still hot and damp with blood.

      Blood.

      Bang, bang.

      Bang, bang.

      Bang, bang.

      I pull back violently, nearly falling off the lip of the tub with my sudden movement. Vega’s eyes are wide for a split second, surprised, maybe hurt, but he’s not the type to let me have that for long. He pulls me onto his lap and takes my mouth in his with the all-consuming need that was present that day in the stables. But this time there is no control, not even a little. His hands are everywhere—under my shirt, dancing up my sides, slipping under my bra. I inhale sharply when he pinches my nipples, the moment of pain bringing a new rush of warmth to my core. I don’t want him to know how acutely my body responds to his touch, but I can’t control myself either. My hips buck against his, desperate for more, and my breasts press hungrily against his warm palms.

      If I let myself think about how fucked up this is, even for a moment, my head will explode, so I stop thinking and just let myself feel. All I know is that every moment of this twisted night, day, year have led to this forbidden liaison, and that what happens next is inevitable, so why fight it? I’ve already done things I never thought I would be capable of, things that have ruined me for any other man. But Javier, he’s the one who broke me, but he’s also the one who is making me feel whole again for the first time in months. I know logically that this is wrong, so fucking wrong, but nothing has ever felt as right as his hands do on my body.

      My own hands are already fumbling with the zipper of his jeans, an unbidden action that I can’t make myself stop. He doesn’t stop me either, letting out an animalistic grunt when I take his naked cock in my hand. He’s already rock hard, and so much bigger than I expected that I can’t help but feel a rush of fear mixed in with the pleasure. He’s thicker than most, and I haven’t been with a man in a very long time. This isn’t just going to destroy me, it’s going to hurt, and on some level I crave the pain. I deserve to be punished for what I’ve done these past few months, what I’m doing right now.

      Vega has already slid my own pants down my hips, and his warm fingers are trailing up my thighs. With anyone else I would be embarrassed by the thick curls now framing the lips of my pussy, but this man doesn’t seem to care. He finds my opening quickly, and traces my folds with excruciating gentleness.

      “Fuck, you’re so wet,” he groans, and it occurs to me that neither of us has spoken for a very long time. It’s like we’re afraid of perforating the fragile bubble we’ve found ourselves in. But now that he has, his voice is low and raspy with need, and it makes me even hungrier for more.

      He dips one finger into my tight channel, then another, pumping me gently. His fingertips curve inside me, searching for that special spot, but I don’t want to be pleasured right now. I want to be fucked, dirty and punishing, and I need it now, before it’s too late.

      “I need—” I begin, but the friction of his fingers inside me is already making it difficult to breathe. “I need—”

      “What do you need, princesa?”  Javier asks, slowing his motions, causing me to whimper in desire. “Tell me, and I’ll give your hot little cunt anything it wants.”

      I couldn’t speak even if I wanted to. Instead, I lift my hips and position my opening against the tip of his cock. He doesn’t move to control this moment, so I slowly lower myself onto him, moaning in both pain and pleasure as his thick shaft stretches my inner walls. When he’s fully inside me, I hesitate, breathing heavily, feeling the restraint vibrating through his whole body. I can’t stand to look at him, to see whatever is on his face, to let him see the desire on mine, so I press myself against his chest, burying my face in his neck. Either sensing my hesitation or simply losing patience, Javier takes control back. His fingers dig into my bare hips and he pulls me off of himself, then plunges back in, burying himself to the hilt in my hungry cunt. I don’t moan this time, I scream, loving and hating the feeling of his head slamming into my cervix. He doesn’t give me even a moment to recover, pistoning in again, and again, and again. I can barely breathe, fingernails digging into his back, biting down on his shoulder to keep myself from screaming again. This is exactly what I needed, this everlasting moment, with every one of my senses so overwhelmed that all I can do is hold on for dear life. I can feel a peak building inside me, but when I finally come what rushes through my body isn’t an orgasm like any I’ve experienced before. It’s pure, animalistic release, something that undoes me down to my very core. Javier is right there with me, holding me tight to his chest as jets of hot seed coat my insides, and I can’t tell which moans are mine and which are his.

      He holds me for a second longer, but the moment is over faster than it began. We’re no longer bodies moving as one, or even tense companions navigating a bloody nightmare together. It’s just me and the man who took me hostage and turned my soul inside out, his softening cock still inside me.

      “I need to take a shower,” I say as I stand, eyes firmly glued to the floor of the tub, with the puddle of blood slowly beginning to dry at the edges. “Please go.”

      He sits frozen for a moment, and I wonder if he’s going to refuse, stay here with me. Because this means something, doesn’t it? This has to mean something.

      But it doesn’t mean anything, and he doesn’t stay. He just nods at me, pulls his pants back on, and leaves me be.

      Just like that.

      I release a ragged breath I didn’t know I was holding and turn on the water. With all my clothes still on, I let the cold water pour over me, wishing desperately that Javier was still here with me, and loathing myself for that thought. Mascara must be streaking down my face, but I don’t care. I stand there, immobile, heavy, until I begin to feel something real again.

      My brother is dead.

      I just fucked my captor.

      Someone is out to kill him, and they might kill me, too.

      I bend down and fish the crumpled bullet out from the drain grate. Just dead, cold metal. That’s what caused all this. That’s what could end my life in an instant.

      Enough waiting around for the right moment. Enough playing house with my kidnappers. Enough blood and pain and messy, twisted emotions.

      I have to make my escape as soon as I can. Before Vega’s enemy comes back and makes me collateral damage. Before I lose myself completely in this crooked game they’re playing with my life, my past, my money. My body.

      Before I fuck Vega again.

      I’m never going to touch Vega again.

      I’m going to get myself out of this house, turn my enemies over to the authorities and never look back.
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      Fuck me.

      I can’t believe that after all this, with a goddamn bullet wound in my arm and the enemy hot on our tail, all I can think of is a girl.

      A girl, a hot fuck, and a mistake.

      I shouldn’t have let it happen. I should have pushed her away when she first leaned in. Definitely shouldn’t have pulled her back in for more.

      Stupid, stupid mistake.

      But my cock still jumps at the memory.

      I shift uncomfortably in the big leather chair, trying to force my dick to behave. Really, it’s my mind that keeps getting me into trouble. I’d give a limb to be able to forget that any of this ever happened, to erase the memory of her lips on mine, the heat of her skin against my naked body, the way her tight cunt hugged my cock. Another twitch from my groin. Damn it.

      What I need to be channeling my full focus into is a way out of this rock-and-a-hard-place we’re trapped in. I knew we’d be found eventually, have to fight for our lives sooner or later, but I’d always hoped we’d have a little more time to establish ourselves before that came along.

      Our clients have no idea what we’re dealing with, so money is still coming in steadily. Other than Olivia Duvernay’s money, anyway. We’ll circle back to her when we can.

      Additionally, he must not know yet that we’re with Selina at the Palacios estate, or his people definitely would’ve shown up here by now. As long as we can keep that detail under wraps, and as such keep Selina safe, things might be salvageable.

      Of course, we can’t stay holed up here forever. We have money to collect, deals to close, shit to do. Olivia Duvernay is owed another visit, not to mention all those other names still left on Isla’s list.

      Maybe that’s the solution. Fuck taking our time with it, what if we just jumped straight to the top of that list? Money, power; power, money. We can’t get much more of either than from the mayor of Atlanta. Will it be enough to play a winning hand against our enemy? Or would that mean blowing the ace up our sleeves too soon, saving our skins for now but leaving us open for bigger trouble in the future?

      I lean back in the chair, pressing my fingertips against my temples. I’ve never been much for socializing to begin with, but the throne is lonelier than I would’ve expected. Miel probably still hates me. Selina definitely hates me. And Hernando and Brock don’t get to like or dislike me. They take orders.

      I wonder if all powerful men feel like this, in the end. Being in control means making the decisions that make people despise you for saving their skins. Being on the throne means never being able to let anyone in close enough to call a friend. There’s too much to lose, too much to protect. Too much responsibility.

      This is what I wanted, I remind myself. This is what I need. The way Miel needs to be the one committing the violence to make up for the years she was receiving it. The way Selina had to become the image of peace to drown out her inner turmoil. How my father needed to put my mother in her place after a long day of being treated like trash because of his accent and skin color. I need the power, and I need the throne, and most of all, I need the control. Not to save Miel, or Selina, or even myself. To prove that I can take it, run it, keep it. To prove that I can still do whatever the fuck I want. To him. To them. To myself.

      I open my laptop back up, resisting the urge to check the camera feeds for Selina’s lithe body. Instead I open my internet browser and begin my research on Mayor Allan Conrad.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          [image: 1 - Selina]
        

      
      

      Vega keeps his distance from me after that night. If it weren’t for the thick bandages on his arm, the butterfly band-aids on Miel’s face, and the twinge of soreness between my legs, it’s as if that horrible night never happened.

      But it did, and I’m still committed to keeping the promise I made to myself. I’m getting out of here, before it’s too late. I just have to figure out exactly how to go about doing that without further endangering myself and Kate.

      I never had to learn how to sneak out of this house. By the time I hit my prolonged teen rebel phase, there was no one to set rules and boundaries and curfews. No one but Max, but I would just laugh in his face if he ever tried to boss me around. Of course, sneaking out from under a parent’s nose would be a thousand times easier than trying to escape a hardened criminal, with surveillance in every room and armed guards at every turn. No, this won’t be easy by a long shot, but I can still do it.

      I have to.

      As subtly as I can, I begin to take closer note of everything around me. The exact locations of all the cameras. The patterns in everyone’s comings and goings. I stay up late into the night, perched in my window to watch the distant lights of Hernando and Brock switching off at the guardhouse and making their rounds of the estate. I don’t think night will be my time, though. Vega is here at night, and somehow I don’t imagine he gets much sleep, either. Sometimes I swear I can feel him, his proximity, his magnetic draw. I wonder if he’s lying awake, thinking about me too. Thinking about anything other than how useful I am to him, as a pawn and a blank check.

      This is why I have to get out of here. When my tormentor is locked up behind bars, maybe I’ll finally be free of the way he haunts my mind.

      Maybe.

      I try to find relief in the fact that escape does not present itself easily. If it had, I’d feel shitty for not having taken such a clear opportunity much earlier. Some days the thought exercise nearly works, but most days the hopeless situation just feels shitty anyway.

      At least Miel is speaking to me again, kind of. Maybe she feels bad for blaming me for whatever the hell went down that night, or is impressed with how I managed to patch Vega up. Maybe Vega told her what happened after that, and she feels so embarrassed for me that she can’t help but be nice. Small favors.

      Either way, today she’s perched up on my bathroom counter as I carefully pluck the remaining bandages off her face. I hope I haven’t somehow ended up as the default medical assistance around here. I’m certainly far from equipped. Under the band-aids, her cut has healed together pretty well, I think. The line is still red and a little puffy, but it doesn’t look heated or inflamed. The smaller scratches on her chin and brow are scabbed up, nearly gone. I find a tube of Neosporin and dab some along the biggest wound just in case. I hope this doesn’t end up scarring too badly, though if anyone could work a facial scar, Miel can.

      While I’ve got her as cornered as I ever will, I decide to just go for it.

      “What happened?” I ask, patting my fingertip along the healing gash. “No one really told me, exactly.”

      Miel raises an eyebrow, then winces when the movement tugs at the wounded cheek. “If no one told you, maybe you’re not supposed to know.”

      “What does it matter?” I ask, washing my hands and reaching for some clean bandages. “I can’t do shit about anything anyway. Don’t I at least get to know what kind of danger y’all are in? Especially if it’s something that could end up getting me hurt, too?”

      Miel considers this, and after a minute of silence, I give up. She’s not going to tell me anything.

      “Javi and I used to work for a real bad guy,” she says finally, and I try not to react and spook her from finishing the story. “Like, straight-out-of-your-nightmares bad. The kind of bad that you don’t get to stop working for unless you’re leaving in a body bag.”

      “But you guys aren’t working for him anymore,” I fill in when she pauses. “And you aren’t in a body bag.”

      “Yet,” Miel says, the grim solemnity in her quiet voice sending a chill up my spine.

      “What did you guys do for him?” I ask, steadying my hands to apply the last butterfly bandage into place. “And what is my money for? To pay him off? Or—”

      “I’m going to tell you one more thing,” Miel says, not quite meeting my eyes. The way she spits the words out quick, I can tell it’s a losing battle to speak them, and my pulse quickens in anticipation. “Your brother didn’t get shot because of you.”

      Oh, is that it? My heart sinks a bit at the lack of helpful information. “I know that, Miel. I’ve heard it a hundred times. Doesn’t make me feel better about how that night went down.”

      “No, listen,” Miel says, grabbing my arm earnestly. Her eyes dart up, as if checking for a camera, but there are no cameras in my bedroom or bathroom. Not that I know of. “I’m only telling you this because you came through for us the other night, and I think you deserve something in return. What happened five years ago wasn’t just a robbery gone bad. Max died because of your family’s business.”

      “Café Palacios?” I breathe, as if she could mean anything else. Miel nods fervently.

      “It’s not just coffee. Your parents also used it as a cover to smuggle cocaine into the country for our old boss.”

      “You’re lying,” I say instinctively, pulling away from the other woman. “That’s just a rumor, based on nothing but racist stereotypes. It’s not true.”

      “It’s true, Selina,” Miel insists, as I unconsciously step back and away from her, as if her words are physically hurting me. “And Max—”

      “Stop lying to me,” I tell her, a shrill edge in my voice. “Is this another mind game? You think this is what I deserve for helping patch up your partner in crime, who probably had it coming? You’re going to shit all over my dead parents’ memory, my family name, as a favor? Fuck off, Miel.”

      The woman’s bare biceps flex for a moment, and I brace myself for a slap or some other punishment for speaking to my captor that way. But after a beat, she just shakes her head at me.

      “Don’t you dare tell Vega I told you anything,” Miel says, effectively ending the conversation. As she leaves, she pauses in the doorway and turns back to me, no nonsense in her dark eyes. “It’s the truth, Selina. I don’t care if you don’t believe it.”
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      Even with the new burst of motivation that comes from Miel’s so-called confession, it takes me a couple weeks to get my shit together. But when I do, I feel a rush of confidence like never before. I’ve worked my ass off for this, and I know that I can pull it off. As long as not a single thing goes wrong, anyway. And if something does go wrong, it could easily cost me Kate’s life, or maybe even mine. I guess that’s the downside of your first major solo endeavor being jailbreak from a criminal who has an even bigger criminal out for him.

      Oh well. I’d rather die trying to escape Vega’s chokehold than live forever in his grasp.

      Right?

      My hesitance doesn’t matter. Of course I’m hesitant. This is going to be crazy dangerous. But I have to do it. I don’t know if I could live with myself knowing I didn’t at least try.

      So on a Thursday morning, when Vega and Miel go into the city and leave me at home with Hernando and Brock, I launch myself into action.

      The guys are working in the den downstairs, so I haul the vacuum upstairs and leave it running in the hall. In my bedroom, I grab my white Givenchy tote and begin shoving jewelry into it. I don’t have any cash, but every single thing I own is worth at least a handful of hundred-dollar bills. What else? I toss in a couple extra shirts, panties, and leggings, just in case I find myself on the run for longer than expected. I glance down at my current jeans-and-t-shirt outfit and decide it will do the job. Simple, walkable, not likely to draw too much attention, but still flattering enough to easily convince men to do me favors. I can’t wait to start wearing my real clothes again, after this all goes down the way I need it to. Just holding the Givenchy tote makes my body yearn for de la Renta dresses and Jimmy Choos.

      I sit down at my vanity for a quick face refresh, keeping the look natural enough to make me look real and of-the-people, but again, making my lashes long and lips plump enough to keep guys falling over themselves to help me out. I’ve never fled for my life before, but I’ve also never paid for a drink, and that has to translate into some kind of relevant skill set, right?

      I leave the bag just inside my bedroom door, ready to go, and do a rush job on vacuuming the upstairs. Is it time yet? I’m impatient, now that freedom is so close I can nearly taste it.

      Before heading back downstairs I fish the small orange bottle out from the back of my nightstand drawer, behind my night creams, loose hair ties, my trusty vibrator, and a handful of condoms that may or may not be expired by now, and shove it deep into my jeans pocket.

      The guys are still in the den. I take the long way to avoid them, ending up in the kitchen. The neon clock on the microwave says it’s just past noon. Perfect. I make a couple of sandwiches, Brock’s with dijon, like he likes it, and Hernando’s without cheese, like he likes it. Then I get out the pitcher of iced tea I made yesterday and pour two glasses. Checking over my shoulder, I make eye contact with the camera. Only Vega has access to the feeds, and he’s not here right now. I can only hope he’s not obsessed enough to be keeping tabs on me even while out and about.

      I take the pill bottle out of my pocket and dump the tiny white tablets out onto the cutting board. Sleeping pills, for when the nightmares get too bad. One usually knocks me out pretty quick, but I’m about half the size of either of my guards. How many will it take to knock them out cold and fast, but won’t accidentally end up causing them actual damage? I resent these two for being complicit in the crimes against me, but I would never want to actually hurt them. I finally decide on three each, then add a seventh to the pile, then take it away. I glance up at the camera again, unwillingly. I don’t feel good about this, but it’s the only way. I grab the rolling pin and quietly crush the pills into a fine powder, which I split into two piles and swirl one into each of the two glasses of tea. The stuff is strong, like Kate used to make it. Enough sugar to give you a cavity. I’m hoping that will be enough to mask any odd taste from the pills.

      I grab two bags of potato chips out of the pantry, arrange everything on a big tray and carry it out to the den, as I usually do. The guys are bent over something on Hernando’s big laptop, the screen of which he unsubtly slants down when they notice me entering the room. I smile politely and set the tray down on the table, handing each of them their respective lunches and a glass of tea. They thank me and dig in, completely unaware of my betrayal.

      I try to discreetly busy myself on the other side of the den, straightening up the decorative baubles on the mantle, tucking the Xbox controllers back into the drawer where they belong. I can’t stop looking up at the camera, my guilt inescapable. Why do I feel guilty? I’m just doing what I must to take back the freedom I have a basic human right to. They left me no choice.

      The guys are looking at the computer screen again, muttering quietly to each other. How long is this going to take? I can only rearrange the throw pillows on the sofa so many times.

      Behind me, I hear a soft thump and a confused gasp. I turn and pretend to look shocked at the sight of Brock face-down on the table, arms hanging limp at his sides.

      “What the fuck?” Hernando frowns, checks the guy’s pulse, and turns to me with a biting look. Shit. It didn’t occur to me that they both wouldn’t pass out in unison, that I might be left with one very angry and very conscious guard to contend with. Luckily, I don’t have to worry about the problem for too long. Hernando rises and takes about two steps toward me, slurring out demanding questions peppered with threats and some real blue language before slumping down onto the carpet in slow motion.

      A nervous giggle escapes me, and I glance up at the camera. Fuck. Okay. Now what?

      I run up to the table and immediately check Hernando’s laptop. What are they doing? The screen is split into four segments, with different video feeds running in each. Not from our cameras, of course, or I never would’ve gotten this far. It looks like some kind of security camera, with the date and time tagged in the corner. This is live. It takes me a second to recognize the building I’m seeing. That’s City Hall. I can see Mayor Conrad’s office in the upper right corner, where his tiny pixelated figure is accepting a takeout bag from an assistant. Why are we—they—running surveillance on the mayor? Movement in the bottom left corner catches my eye. The lobby. Two figures just entered the screen. A man and a woman, and while their faces are small and blurred on the screen, by now I recognize those gaits easily. Vega and Miel. What the hell is going on?

      The laptop beeps and the screen goes black. A red window pops up, demanding a password. Hernando must have security precautions in place to prevent strangers spying on his shit. I don’t even try. I don’t need the laptop. I don’t need to know what my kidnappers are planning. I just need to get out.

      I grab Hernando’s phone, abandoned next to the laptop, and tap it on. It asks for a password. I set it back down.

      Trying to be modest for no apparent reason, I check all of Brock’s pockets until I find his phone tucked into the back one. This one asks for a thumbprint. Idiot. I grab his limp right hand and hold the thumb against the glass. My eyes wander to the camera while I wait. This feels bizarrely inappropriate, using this man’s body while he’s unconscious, even if all I’m doing is holding his hand. As soon as the screen flicks open I drop the offending limb and open up the settings app, where I disable all the security. There. Now I have a phone. I have to assume Vega will have a way of tracking me through it, but as long as I ditch it as soon as I can, I’m golden.

      I run upstairs, grab my makeshift go-bag, and run back down, legs so anxiously shaky I’m worried I’ll trip and fall to my death before I even get a chance to exit the house. But I don’t. I call a cab as I speed walk down the long drive to the gate, emphasizing my immediate need perhaps one too many times. It must work, because I’ve barely let myself off the estate when the black-and-yellow sedan rolls to a stop beside me.

      “I don’t have any money,” I say as soon as I open the back door, feeling the need to be up front about the situation. The cabbie moves to shift back into drive. “Wait! I do have this.”

      I reach into my goodie bag and pull out the first piece of cold metal my hand touches. It’s a Prada bracelet, something gold and a little bit gaudy that I don’t think I’ve ever worn. I hand it over to the guy who needs to be my salvation, hoping he won’t take the dick move and just drive off now, with his prize and without me. He doesn’t, so I slip into the backseat before he has a chance to change his mind.

      “Prada,” I say, in case he somehow hasn’t read the brazen logo. “That’s worth a couple thousand, at least.”

      “How do I know it’s real?” he asks, even though we both know I’ve already won this round.

      “You picked me up here,” I shrug, and he doesn’t have to look back at the big gate I just walked through to know what I mean. “I swear, it’s one hundred percent genuine.”

      The guy gives a noncommittal grunt, but pockets the jewelry. “Where to?”
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      We get to City Hall around noon, as planned. Unless he can help it, Allan Conrad takes his lunch alone, in his office, with bizarre but specific instructions to his assistant that he not be disturbed unless aliens are attacking the city. His exact words, according to an old assistant’s tweet last year. Poor girl was promptly fired. She’s since deleted the original offending post, but the internet never forgets.

      After entering the lobby together, I fall a few feet behind Miel. In the hallway just outside Conrad’s office, I disappear into the corner and busy myself on my phone. Up ahead, Miel approaches the assistant parked just outside the mayor’s closed door, claiming to be lost and making a damn good show of it, too. The assistant, Becky Parker, a barely paid grad fresh out of Georgia Tech, tries her best to explain the route in question, but it will never be enough. Finally, she gives in and offers to guide Miel herself. After all, the building is relatively quiet as everyone is out for lunch, and Conrad won’t be looking for her for another hour. Becky doesn’t say that out loud, of course. The two women turn the corner and march down the hall, Miel talking the young woman’s ear off about how terrible her sense of direction is. I don’t catch Becky’s attention.

      As soon as their voices fade, I make my way to the mayor’s door and push it open. Unlocked. This guy must feel very secure on his throne, or he has nothing to hide. We all know it’s not the latter. And it won’t be the former for much longer.

      Mayor Allan Conrad, a thin, average height white guy with a respectably thick head of salt-and-pepper, startles at my intrusion, a forkful of kale hovering halfway to his mouth.

      “I’m sorry,” he says, tone polite but stern. “I’m not taking meetings right now. You can schedule—”

      “I think you want to hear me out, Allan,” I say, matching his sternness, but with a darker edge. “I have what some might call an offer you can’t refuse.”

      “I’m sure you do,” Conrad says, a patronizing smile plastered on his face. Does he really not see what’s going on here? “Like I said, you can talk to my assistant about setting up a meeting.”

      “I didn’t realize she knew about your history of embezzlement,” I say, mock-serious. “By all means, I’ll ask her to fit me in.”

      We stare each other down for a moment. Game recognize game, Conrad doesn’t immediately react in any way.

      “I see,” he says after a moment, gesturing for me to take the seat across from him. I don’t. “What do you want? Money? Is this extortion?”

      I approach the desk but still don’t sit. Instead, I rest my hands on the low back of the open chair, casually looming over the man. He keeps a steady face, but I see him squirm as he tilts his head back to meet my eyes, a layer of perspiration gathering on his brow.

      “Quite the contrary. I don’t want anything from you. I’m here to help.”

      Conrad narrows his eyes but says nothing. He’s smarter than he looks. He knows it can’t be that easy.

      “You still haven’t returned all the money you stole from your old employer, the money you used to buy your way into this office. That’s a pretty hefty chunk of change, just vanished from their books right around the time you left their employ. How long do you think you have until someone finally notices? End of the year? End of the quarter?”

      “I’m guessing you’re here to offer a generous donation,” Conrad says wryly. “But what’s the catch?”

      “No catch,” I say, and we both twist a humorless smile. “I front you the money, and you pay me back. My payment plan is fairly generous, I think. The lowest interest rates you’ll find this side of the law.”

      Conrad sighs heavily.  He must know he’s cornered. He took that money recklessly, with no finesse. He’s lucky to have gotten away with it for this long.

      “That’s a good sell, Mister…?”

      I finally take my seat, battle won.

      “Vega,” I answer, squaring my shoulders. “Javier Vega.”

      “Tell me exactly what you want, Mr. Vega.”

      We talk business for the rest of his lunch break, nailing down an arrangement. He drives a hard bargain, Conrad, but nothing we shake on today matters. I have all the power in this relationship, and that includes the power to change my mind, if I so choose. I have a feeling that sooner or later, I’ll choose. But for now, having the mayor of Atlanta in my pocket is good enough.

      After we reach our agreement I stand to leave, but pause just before reaching the door.

      “Oh, and, Allan?” I say, turning back. He raises an eyebrow expectantly. “One more thing.”
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      I meet Miel in the lobby. She keeps her cool until we’re on the front steps, and then she whips around to face me.

      “And? Did you get him?”

      I give her a sideways look. “What do you think?”

      “Of course you did,” Miel squeals, as if she just found out I bought her a puppy, not that we’re successfully funding a government official’s crookedness. I share her excitement, although I refrain from joining the public display. We’re about due for a break. Assuming we don’t get shot to death right here on the sidewalk, a fate that remains highly probable, this is as good a break as any.

      “I’m starved,” Miel says, and I can’t help but feel relieved that she’s talking to me like we’re back to normal. “Remember that Jamaican place with the huge portions? I think it’s a couple streets down. Let’s go there.”

      “Sure,” I say, fishing my phone out of my pocket. “Just one sec, let me check in with the guys.”

      She nods and begins strutting toward the intersection. I follow a few steps behind, tapping Hernando’s name on my speed dial list and waiting for it to go through.

      Voicemail.

      Weird. I try again, and after a minute of rings, I’m back at voicemail.

      Maybe he and Brock are training, I tell myself, or even playing video games, those assholes. I fight a wave of panic as I try Brock’s number next. A couple rings, then it cuts abruptly to voicemail. Did he just hang up on me? Someone’s getting his ass handed to him later. I try again, and this time I get sent straight to the canned recording. Miel pauses a few feet ahead of me and turns back, confused. I hadn’t realized, but I’ve frozen in the middle of the sidewalk, annoyed pedestrians elbowing past me.

      “What?” Miel says, seeing something in my expression. “What did the guys say?”

      “Nothing,” I tell her, and watch her brows bend down in confusion. I can’t be the one to panic, not right now, but it’s a fight to keep the anxiety out of my voice. “Something’s wrong back home.”
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      I have the cabbie take me to the police station. Perhaps I could’ve been a bit more subtle about it, but I don’t care. I consider changing our route to the nearest pawnshop instead, but why be the middleman? Let the recipients of my generous payments be the ones to get severely underpaid for their secondhand goods.

      I stare at Brock’s phone, my first real connection to the outside world in months. Who do I call? Even after all these years the only numbers I know by heart are my parents’, drilled into me before the first day of kindergarten. Extremely successfully, I must say.

      Who do I call? Who do I call? I drum my fingers across the metal back of the phone anxiously. What’s the point of this thing if I have no one to call? Surely I must know at least one more number.

      I do. Kind of. I remember the last four digits of Isla’s cell, because it was the year we met: 2015. A random coincidence, she said she’d had that number since she was sixteen. The first three must be the Atlanta area code. She’s lived here her whole life, just like me. Didn’t even go to a local college, not after she married Matty at eighteen. But what are those middle three digits?

      I have a hunch of what the three numbers are, I just can’t remember the order. I apologize to two confused strangers, and get one disconnection notice, but the fourth try is my once-in-a-lifetime miracle.

      “If this is Nordstrom, first of all, shove it right up your self-righteous ass. Secondly—”

      “Isla!” I gasp, amazed she even picked up. Who picks up calls from unknown numbers these days? “Isla, it’s Selina.”

      “Selina?” I think I can hear my frenemy pull the phone away from her ear, double checking the contact. “Did you get a new phone? I thought you were off the grid or whatever.”

      “I was,” I say, giddy with possibility. I can tell her anything. I can tell her the truth. I can ask her for help.

      “So what’s up?” she asks peppily, and my tongue freezes. I don’t know where to start. I don’t even know if I want her to know it all, every embarrassing detail. We’re not even friends. I don’t have any friends. She’s just the only number I could think of in a pinch, and I so desperately needed to prove to myself I could actually contact another human being freely.

      “Um,” I say dumbly, grasping for something, anything to say. Then I remember the tidbit that’s been living in the back of my brain for a while, not sure where to fit itself into this big picture. “Oh, have you heard anything from Olivia Duvernay recently? Maybe something strange?”

      “Olivia?” Isla repeats, and I can almost see the cartoonish furrow of confusion in her brow. “You mean, other than that shooting she was in a couple weeks ago?”

      My heart skips a beat. “A shooting?”

      “Yeah,” Isla says. “The one that was in all the papers? Jesus, Selina, have you been living under a rock?”

      “Just off the grid, like you said,” I say, glancing up at the cabbie nervously. He’s doing a good job of pretending not to hear me. “What happened?”

      “A bunch of thugs randomly shot up this coffee shop she was at,” Isla goes on. For all her annoyance at my ignorance, she sure loves getting to be the first one to share gossip. “She wasn’t hurt or anything, just shook up as hell. I heard Richard had to put her on sedatives.”

      “Thugs?” I ask, nails picking at the seam of my jeans nervously. “Do they know who? Were there any photos?”

      “No,” Isla says. “According to the papers, the only eye witness testimony said they were Mexican, maybe Arabic. So, you know, who knows.”

      A shooting, involving Olivia Duvernay and some ethnically ambiguous brown people, a couple weeks ago. That had to be the same day Vega was shot. The same night I had sex with him. But why? What went down?

      “Selina?” Isla asks, a bit more somber. It’s an unfamiliar sound on her lips. “This might be just a total, random coincidence, but just before all this, at the gala, I told—”

      The phone in my hand begins to buzz, playing a light melody overtop Isla’s voice. I pull it away from my ear and check the screen.

      Incoming call from VEGA.

      Fuck.

      FUCK.

      I instinctively press the big red button, sending the call to voicemail.

      Shit.

      Now he knows I hung up on him. Why was he calling? Was he trying to reach Brock, or does he already know Brock is out of commission and I’m out on my own, and he was trying to reach me directly? It doesn’t matter. Either way, it means my countdown clock just started ticking.

      “Isla, I have to go,” I say, and impolitely hang up on her, then turn the phone all the way off. I discreetly let the phone fall to the carpeted floor and nudge it with my shoe as far under the seat as I can get it. If Vega can somehow still track the device even when it’s powered down, he’ll be sent on a wild goose chase around the city.

      “How much farther?” I ask the cabbie, trying hopelessly to settle the wild pounding of my heart.
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      The first thing I should do when I get to the police station is march up to the first officer I see and tell them everything. But for some reason, even after spending the long drive here hyping myself up for this moment, I just can’t. I stand frozen in the busy lobby, letting people split and swirl around me, feeling completely overstimulated by the situation after so much time sequestered in the quiet of my estate.

      “Can I help you?” someone asks, the officer in charge of women who look lost and scared and helpless, I suppose. She’s a pretty black woman, with big curls that remind me of Miel’s, and warm, inviting eyes.

      Tell her. Tell her. Tell her.

      “Ma’am?”

      “Um,” I falter. I know that I have every right to turn my kidnappers in to the authorities, to make them pay for what they’ve done to me. I deserve my freedom. Still, there’s a tiny tug in my chest at the thought of seeing Vega, Miel, and the guys in cuffs, on the stand, behind bars. I think of every time Miel has insisted I don’t know anything about them or what they’ve been through. I think of the way Javier held me that night. He wouldn’t hold me like that if I was nothing to him, if he was truly using me only for his own gain, right? Miel said they wouldn’t be doing this to me if they didn’t have to, if it wasn’t a matter of life and death. There has to be more to their story, something I should know before I make a decision I can’t take back. “Um, can you tell me where I can access records?”

      Officer Daley leads me down to a basement room with OPEN RECORDS printed in block letters on the door. I push in and find a small room lit with fluorescent lights. It’s cold and impersonal, but not with a feeling of danger like I thought I might feel in the basement of the police department. No, this feels generic and bland, like a cheap office cubicle. There’s a small formica table with two chairs, and in the back corner there’s a pasty redheaded man at a desk, looking as bored as you’d expect in this room. Behind him, I see a door with a small keypad beside it.

      “What can I help you with?” the guy asks, looking up from his computer screen.

      I shift the purse strap on my shoulder nervously. “Um, I want to request some records. For an article I’m writing. For the AJC.”

      My lie stumbles out in spurts, the obviousness of its falseness making me want to cringe, but Officer Jacobs doesn’t seem to care.

      “Fill this out,” he says in a well-rehearsed monotone, sliding a clipboard with a form on it my way. “If it’s approved, we’ll send you a copy of everything requested in about three business days. Highly confidential material must be read here.”

      He nods at the little table and holds a pen out to me. I take it instinctively, but don’t reach for the clipboard. Three business days? I can’t wait that long. I can’t even wait three hours.

      “Is there any way to expedite the process?” I ask, and that gets his attention. He laughs at me.

      “Not unless you’ve got friends in high places, lady.”

      I do, but that’s not a card I can easily play right now. What I do have is a purse full of bribes. I reach for it, and I see him shift into alertness at the gesture, but all I pull out is a fistful of gold and diamonds.

      “Are you sure?” I ask. A bold move, if he turns out to be the sort that can’t be swayed by money, but those folks are few and far between. It takes him a full thirty seconds to consider my offer, long enough for me to start scrambling for excuses to get me out of the trouble I’d be in for bribing an officer of the law, but then he slides the pile his way, taking a few pieces to examine, as if he knows shit.

      “What do you want?” he asks finally, done with the pretense.

      “Everything you have about Javier Vega,” I say, talking fast, before he can change his mind. “And a Miel. I don’t know her last name, but she’s an associate of his, and that first name can’t be too common.”

      “Javier Vega? There might be a couple of those,” Officer Jacobs says, beginning to type something on his computer. “What do you want this for, anyway?”

      I reach back into my purse and add a little more to his pile. He shuts up.

      It takes him a few minutes to find what he’s looking for, then he tells me to wait and types a couple digits into the keypad by the other door, which he disappears into. He’s gone for at least twenty minutes, long enough that I’m starting to sweat, pacing the small room nervously. Logically, I know that he’s retrieving what I asked for, but what if he comes back with his superiors, ready to slap me on the wrist?

      What if he comes back with dirty cops in Vega’s pocket, here to cart me back home?

      He returns with a plain banker’s box, like the kind evidence goes into on TV. In real life too, I guess.

      “This is pretty confidential stuff,” he says, holding the box on his hip, not handing it over yet. “I could get in big trouble if someone finds out I let you see this.”

      I roll my eyes and hand over another handful of jewelry, and he finally gives up the box. I take it to the table and sit down. I see Officer Jacobs watching me curiously, but I’m not about to pay him more to mind his own business. Instead, I force a total poker face as I lift the cardboard lid and take out the first folder.

      Vega’s face glares out at me in black and white. Younger than he is now, so damn young, but already with the edge of darkness he wears still. It’s a mugshot. I was fairly certain I’d find something like this, but the reality of it all still hits me like a fist to the stomach. I feel my face falter but recover quickly, although I can’t keep the slight tremor out of my hands as I read on.

      This is from when Vega was nineteen. I do the math. When he was nineteen, I was sixteen. His birthday is March 29th. I wish I could not care about that tiny detail, but it burns into my brain, and I instinctively know I won’t soon forget it.

      When he was nineteen, and I was sixteen, Javier Vega was arrested for cocaine possession. Drug tests came back clean, so they assumed he was selling, but couldn’t prove it. It was a small amount, and his first time, so he just got a few months of prison time.

      My captor’s been in prison. Again, something I could’ve guessed, but I didn’t. The floor tilts beneath me just a little bit.

      I’ve slept with a convicted felon.

      Reading through the scribbled police notes and deciphering the legal jargon from the court reports is already making my head hurt, but I’ve got a lot more to go. I set this folder aside and glance up at Officer Jacobs. He’s lost interest in me, his focus back on his computer screen. I open the next folder.

      Miel—Miel Conde—stares back at me this time. Like Vega in his mugshot, her face looks younger, but there’s not an ounce of youthful innocence left in her eyes. She was twenty-one, and arrested for—

      Prostitution.

      I feel a little bit sick to my stomach. I’ve done my feminist research, I know that sex work can be a respectable, consensual industry, but knowing the angry way Miel carries herself, seeing the vacant expression in this photo, I don’t think this is one of those cases.

      I remember the line of scars curving over her breast and wonder why I never thought twice about that until now. I shudder and slam this folder shut. I don’t need to know any more.

      There are several more folders, all thick and worn, but I know these can’t all be rap sheets. If either of them had gotten busted or jailed this often, they wouldn’t be around to torment me now.

      I’m right. This next folder doesn’t open to a mug shot. Instead, the words El Sombrerón are typed in crisp letters, and there’s a vaguely familiar image right under it. Two bold stripes, with a longer one underneath. It’s the tattoo I saw on Miel’s back, but I’ve seen it somewhere else too. I close my eyes and concentrate. I saw it when Vega’s shirt was off, on his forearm.

      Whatever this is, they’re both marked by it. Is it something they chose, or a brand? A shudder runs up my spine, but I force myself to turn the page. I have to know everything.

      This folder is a mess of typed reports, chicken-scratch notes, mug shots and surveillance photos, and more. It takes me a while to piece it all together, at least an hour, maybe two. El Sombrerón is Atlanta’s one and only coke dealer, operating under the nose of the law for decades, keeping a low enough profile that I’d never heard of him before, but gaining enough power to rule the local underworld. He’s good, this guy, so good that the police don’t even have any leads on his real name or identity. His people are all easy to spot, though, as they share the same tattoo: a graphic representation of a giant hat, as is worn by the mythical Sombrerón that the name is borrowed from.

      The idea of a man that is both more than a man and less than one, a shadow and a king, makes my skin goosepimple. Is this the person after Vega and Miel, the person they tried to escape, the person that might be after me now, too?

      Javier Vega’s role under El Sombrerón is not clear. He’s presumed to have been a low-level dealer until he got arrested. After he did his time he wasn’t seen on the streets much anymore. Instead, he seemed to be promoted up to the darker side of the organization, evidence leading to his involvement in a few deaths linked to El Sombrerón, but never anything strong enough to take to court.

      There’s no way the man I’ve made meals for, the man whose wound I stitched up, the man whose lips I met with mine was a hit man. There’s absolutely no way.

      As for Miel Conde, these notes leave even less space for her. She’s included on a list of suspected prostitutes-slash-mules under El Sombrerón, but that’s it.

      Nothing here notes their disappearance from the organization at any point. Sightings of them were so rare to begin with, I’m not surprised that an absence of evidence over a few months didn’t raise any flags.

      What is included is a shooting at a Buckhead cafe a few weeks ago, where an eye witness claimed to have recognized the Sombrerón tattoo on one of the shooter’s arms. Olivia Duvernay’s name is on the list of witnesses at the scene, and I recognize the date, confirming what I already suspect. What I don’t know is if the shooter with the tattoo is Vega, or someone after him. Or both.

      Eye witness accounts of the event are garbled and confusing, everyone too shaken up from the events to even begin interpreting the truth of what went down. It doesn’t matter much at this point. What I do know for sure is that I’m in way over my head.

      There’s one last folder at the very bottom of the box, something thinner and older than everything else in here. I flip it open with shaking hands. It’s a death report for a Lucia Vega, killed in a suspected domestic violence situation, although her husband died in a gang-related stabbing before they could prove anything. There’s a quick note about trying to find and question their son, a nine-year-old Javier Vega, but it doesn’t seem that they ever did, or bothered looking into the case much after that. Nine years old. That’s how old I was when Mom and Dad died.

      It doesn’t matter. There’s no use digging back that far. We all have our traumas.

      “You’re welcome,” Officer Jacobs calls out after me as I strut out of the Open Records room as fast as I can.

      I guess he didn’t notice me slip one of the folders into my oversized purse.
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      We finally get a call from Hernando when we’re about fifteen minutes from the Palacios estate, having broken every traffic law on our mad rush here. I try to feel relieved that we’re not dealing with the absolute worst case scenario, Sombrerón’s men arriving to the estate and killing everyone on sight. However, this second worst case scenario is still a pretty huge wrench in the works.

      Selina escaped.

      I check the camera feeds as I fight the urge to strangle Hernando and Brock on the spot. I watch my pretty little captive sneak around the mansion, drug her guards, and make a run for it, casting guilted glances at me through the lens the whole time. How long has she been planning this? She promised me she’d get her freedom back, and so far she’s put up a damn good effort. But now it’s time for me to hold up my own promise, and get her back before it’s too late.

      She’s mine, and I’ll be damned if I let her get away from me.

      I can’t risk her fucking up my whole plan, and my own shot at freedom.

      It’s not personal.

      “Tell me you have something,” I say sharply, rejoining the other three in the den. Miel’s violence seems even less restrained than mine right now, if possible. I know she’s overcompensating for the sheer terror that must be coursing through her veins.

      “Yes,” H says quickly, almost stammering over the one word. A more generous man might give the two guards a little leeway. After all, they were drugged against their will. But in my world there’s no room for leeway. They never should have let our princess get the better of them, not matter how unexpectedly sneaky and cunning she has turned out to be. “She called a cab from Brock’s phone, then called a number we traced back to Isla del Rey. She turned the phone off after you called, which made tracking it a bit trickier, but I’ve got it.”

      I lean in close to the map he has pulled up on his screen. The path zig zags across Atlanta and is currently headed toward the Georgia Aquarium. There’s no way that’s all her, which means she left the phone planted in the cab after I called. Clever girl. This new shade of Selina toys with something in my core. She’s always been stubborn, but now she’s showing her teeth. Even with the stakes so high I can’t help but feel a dark thrill at the new game we’re playing, just me and her. This is a hunt. She’s the fox, and I’m the hound. She can run, but I’ll catch her. And when I do, I’ll make her regret thinking she ever had a chance.

      “She ditched the phone,” Brock is saying, on the same page. “But the cab’s first stop after leaving Johns Creek is here.”

      He points at the map. Fuck. That’s the Atlanta PD.

      “It’s bad,” H says, as Miel visibly fights the urge to slap him. “But it’s not too late. I got her on security cameras. It doesn’t look like she talked to anyone. She went straight to Open Records.”

      He’s pulling up video footage of her in a hallway, smiling politely at an officer as she pushes through the Open Records door. What the fuck is she doing? Why go to the police if she’s not going to turn us in?

      “She’s still there,” Hernando says. “What are we going to do, boss?”

      They’re all looking at me. I feel a dull pain in my wounded bicep, and a bit of warmth on the bandage. I realize I’ve been clenching my fists so tight I must have torn at the healing muscle. I loosen my fists slightly, but not by much.

      “H, stay here, keep tabs on her through the cameras,” I say, picking my leather jacket back up from the sofa where I dumped it earlier. “Keep us posted, every damn detail. I want to know if she sneezes.”

      Hernando nods, and I move to Brock and Miel next.

      “Brock, you’re backup. Follow us down to the station but hang back. Miel, you’re coming with me. We’re bringing the princess back to the castle whether she likes it or not.”

      The three of us speed out of the drive, heading into the city. Traffic is already congested. I wish we hadn’t wasted so much time going back to Johns Creek, and now we’re wasting more returning into the city. It doesn’t matter. There’s no way she’s getting away with this. I don’t care what she does, or what I have to do. Even if I have to chain her up in the basement, she’s never slipping through my fingers again.

      My phone buzzes as we’re entering the city. Hernando. I pick up immediately.

      “She’s on the move,” he says, and I put the phone on speaker so Miel can hear too. “Walking fast out of Open Records.”

      “Where is she going?” Miel asks, voice thin.

      “Not sure yet,” Hernando says, and I can tell how much he hates to tell us something we don’t want to hear. “Wait. It looks like she’s leaving the building.”

      She’s leaving the police station? Without talking to anyone? What the hell kind of game is this? Could she have purposefully asked to give her confession in an unexpected room, like the Open Records office, knowing that we might be watching her? But then why would they let her leave on her own, without protection?

      “Where is she going?” Miel repeats, harsher this time.

      “She’s definitely leaving the building. Fuck. I’ll lose her once she— Wait. She’s getting a cab. I can just barely see its number, I can track that. Hold on a sec.”

      We do, both fidgeting in the unbearable tension as we wait to take the exit off the highway. I hate not knowing exactly where we’re headed. I hate not having my little princess under my total control.

      It’s not personal. It’s just dangerous for the plan.

      “Okay, they’re going west,” Hernando says, then adds a quiet “Shit.”

      “Shit? Shit what?” I ask, cutting off a very annoyed Camry in a race to get to the exit first.

      “Um, I mean, there’s a lot of things to the west she could be heading for,” Hernando says, and I grip the steering wheel as tightly as I wish I could be throttling his neck.

      “But?”

      “The FBI building is to the west.”

      “Fuck,” Miel breathes, voice lowered so only I can hear. “Javi, there’s something else to the west, too.”

      It takes a moment to click, my mind working in overtime as I take a dangerous dodge around a particularly slow Honda. “But why would she go there?”
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      The Café Palacios headquarters are housed in a modestly tall building downtown, the blue-ish glass sides reflecting the setting sun nearly blindingly. I shield my eyes and make my way up the short walk to the automatic doors. The interior lobby is minimalist but homey, the walls lined with photos of smiling Colombians picking coffee and shelves of decoratively jarred roasted beans. To the left I see familiar framed photos of my grandparents, then my parents, then me. I’ve never read the text that accompanies those images, the story of us, but I lived it.

      The petite receptionist glances up at me as I approach her desk, then does a double take. I haven’t come into our offices in years, have never met this woman, but she must see my face every day.

      “Miss Palacios,” she stammers, awkwardly standing as if in the presence of royalty. “I didn’t… How can I help you today?”

      “I need to speak to Barry,” I say, then clarify, just in case. “Barry Smythe, CEO?”

      “Of course,” the receptionist, whose desk plate reads Delilah, sits back down and starts tapping on her keyboard. “He’s in a meeting with the shareholders right now, but I’m sure he can make time to speak to you immediately. One moment, I’ll tell him you’re here.”

      “No, I can wait,” I lie, shaking my head. I don’t have the time, not really, but a part of me wants to put off this conversation as long as possible. I should be at the FBI right now, speaking to some special agent, but I had one more question left to answer first. “Just tell him I need to speak with him as soon as they’re done.”

      Delilah nods and points me to the waiting area, where I awkwardly settle into the green sofa. It feels crazy to just be sitting here, listening to muzak and flipping through waiting room magazines while known criminals are out there, hot on my tail. There’s nothing else to be done, so I wait. And wait. And wait.

      This would be a great time to figure out exactly what I’m going to tell the authorities when I finally get around to that, but my mind is still a mess. I breathe deeply and try to clear the unnecessary thoughts. Under all the panic and confusion and anxiety, what am I dealing with? What are the facts?

      Fact: Javier Vega, the man who took me captive in my own home and fucked me senseless, is a convicted felon. He used to be a drug dealer, then he was something even more dangerous. Maybe even a hit man. But now he’s doing something new now, something no one knows about, out from under the thumb of his previous, extremely terrifying employer, a man with no name.

      Fact: Miel Conde, his right-hand gal, a woman I almost thought I was friends with, was also involved in this horrible organization. Was she part of the drug aspect of it all, or something worse? Her rap sheet said something worse. No wonder she wanted out. No wonder she’s so scared of the repercussions of their little scheme not working out.

      Fact: Regardless of any sad histories, what they’re doing to me is still illegal, and morally reprehensible, and shitty. I don’t owe them anything, not my pity, not my help. And I don’t think that’s what they want from me, either, or they would have told me all this earlier. No, at the end of the day, I’m just a pawn to them, an object to be used until she’s no longer useful. They don’t give a shit about me, and as such, I shouldn’t give a shit about them.

      So why do I find myself scrambling for ways to spin this tale to the FBI so that my captors get to keep their freedom, out of prison and out from under El Sombrerón? Why does my mind keep trying to imagine a nine-year-old Javier, his loss reduced to a post-it note on a death certificate?

      Stupid, stupid girl. My heart is too soft. Stockholm Syndrome probably doesn’t help. Maybe that’s why they chose me, not just because of my wealth, but because they knew I’d be pliable, easy to convince, a broken girl with a soft underbelly under all the backtalk and red lipstick. I fight so hard to hide that part of myself, but it must be obvious just from looking at me. I’m damaged goods.

      “Ma’am?” I glance up from my lap, startled. “He’s ready for you.”

      Shit. I still have no idea what I’m going to do. I stand, wiping sweaty palms on my jeans as Barry Smythe enters the lobby.

      “Miss Palacios!” he booms, reaching out for a handshake, which he turns into a hug once I accept. I smile awkwardly at his touch and let him lead me back to his office as employees in the halls turn and stare at me, leaving me suddenly wishing I wasn’t in simple jeans and a t-shirt after all.

      “How can I help you?” Barry asks as I sit down across from him in plush green armchairs. I eye the giant office warily, gaze hesitating on the too-messy desk across the room. This place doesn’t look like it did when Dad sat here, or Max. I know I don’t get to have an opinion anymore, not after I all but washed my hands of the family company, knowing I could never fill the throne the way they did. No, instead I just handed the reins over to a stranger and buried myself in yoga and champagne.

      “I have to ask you something,” I say, forcing myself to meet the man’s eyes. I don’t know Barry, not really. Certainly not well enough to laugh off what I’m about to accuse him off, should Miel’s allegations turn out to be false. “I’m sorry, but I need to know the truth once and for all. Do we smuggle cocaine into the country along with our coffee?”

      Barry startles, brows shooting up. Is he shocked by the question, or surprised that I’m asking?

      “I thought you knew,” Barry says at last, and I feel the final piece of myself shatter.

      “Why would you do that?” I breathe, feeling like I could launch myself at the man and strangle him myself. “Why would you tarnish my parents’ name, our family legacy, like that?”

      “They’re the ones who began working with that criminal,” Barry says defensively, shifting in his seat. “I had no choice. Your brother, he tried to sever ties and set the company straight again, and he died for it.”

      That must be what Miel was trying to tell me, I realize as I grab onto the arms of my chair for balance. My whole life was just swept out from under me, again. All I had left was my history, my belief in my parents, my guilt over Max. This, this changes everything. Is it possible that the parents I worshipped as fallen saints were part of the criminal underworld that might now be the death of me? They died when I was so young, I never had the chance to see the truth in them. And Max, of course he would have tried to put a stop to this when he found out. And if the shooting wasn’t just a random robbery, but an intentional hit to take out a man standing in the way of a dangerous kingpin, then there’s nothing I could have done differently to save my brother’s life. It should comfort me, the fact that what was once my greatest sin has been rendered a lie, but strangely, I feel lost without the tether of guilt. It had become my whole identity, the darkness I carried within me for so long.

      “Are you alright, Miss Palacios?” Barry is asking, reaching a hand out toward my knee, but then he freezes, eyes widening at something behind me.

      My own blood running cold, I turn hesitantly, already knowing what I’m going to find. Vega’s eyes meet mine, icy and unforgiving. And behind him, Miel is pulling the trigger.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          [image: 2 - Javier]
        

      
      

      We’re silent all the way back to the estate. I know that if I try to speak now I won’t be able to control myself. My temper is on a hair-trigger, furious at both women in the car with me. If it was just Miel’s direct disobedience, maybe I would be handling it better. But Selina’s betrayal… I’ve never felt this way before. I’ve always been the one who keeps his cool, the one who is collected, the one whose threat lies in his utter control. Now I just want to grab Selina and shake her. The primal need to punish her burns hot and fast through my veins. I would never hurt a woman, not like that, but I need her to know. I need her to know what acute danger she just put herself in, all of us in.

      I need her to know the excruciating panic that took me over, when I thought she might be hurt, or dead. When I didn’t know what she might be doing. When I didn’t know if she was okay.

      I need to punish her for the iron grip she seems to have on my soul.

      When we get back home Selina lets herself out of the Hummer quickly, and I can’t blame her for trying to get away from us in this moment. Not only does she know what she’s done today, she also just witnessed firsthand what we’re capable of. But it doesn’t matter if I understand her actions. She’s still mine to punish.

      I let her get all the way to the foyer before I grab her arm, too harshly, forcing her to spin back and face me. I can see the uncut terror in her eyes. She knows she’s fucked, not to mention still in shock from what happened in Smythe’s office, but she’s putting up a good facade. It reminds me of the very first night, her up on that staircase like an angelic vision drenched in blood, scared and fiercely defensive at the same time.

      “Tell me everything,” I demand, as Miel shuts the front door behind us, and Hernando and Brock hover meekly in the doorway to our left. “What did you do? What did you tell the police? What did Smythe tell you?”

      “I think we got to him before—” Miel begins, and I resist the urge to snap at her, too. She’s in deep shit, but I’ll deal with her tomorrow. “Leave us alone, everyone.”

      Miel and the guys disappear quickly, leaving just me and my princess, locked in this poison ivy waltz under the glowing chandelier.

      “Tell me,” I repeat, and Selina jerks her arm free but doesn’t run. Instead, she reaches into her big purse, and I instinctively tense. Did she get a gun somehow? Is this her big plan, to kill us herself? But all she pulls out is a heavy folder, which she thrusts at me demonstratively.

      “I’ll tell you everything, right after you tell me everything,” she says, and I take the folder.

      A few stray photos and scraps of paper spiral to the floor as I do, but I ignore them, flipping open the front cover. The name and mark printed on the front page make my blood run cold. Where did she get this? Is this what she was doing in Open Records? I flip through a few pages quickly. She knows quite a bit, but she doesn’t know everything. Not yet.

      “This doesn’t concern you at all,” I say, and her hands fly up in frustration.

      “Are you kidding me? Of course this concerns me. My parents were involved with this criminal, and now I’m part of it, too. Not to mention, Miel just killed a man right in front of me. Why? To protect yourselves? To protect the so-called Sombrerón? Or just to teach me a lesson?”

      I inwardly wince at the mention of her parents’ crimes. That means we got to Blythe too late, that he finished what Miel started. Now it’s something else to add to the list of messes I’ll have to clean up myself.

      “I’m taking care of it,” I tell her, tossing the thick folder aside. “Don’t worry your pretty little head. You’re about to be plenty busy without this on your mind.”

      “What do you mean?” she asks, shifting on her feet. She senses that her punishment is only just beginning.

      I reach into my pocket and pull out the small velvet box. I swear I can feel Selina’s heart stop, I can see the hair rising on the back of her neck. I hand the grenade over, and she willingly takes it and opens the box, morbidly curious.

      When she sees the ring, understands what’s happening, her face collapses completely. There’s an unexpectedly sharp sting in my chest at the sight. I guess there’s still a tiny piece of a young boy left in me, a boy who expected this moment in my life to go down very differently. I could have sworn I’d killed that part of myself off years ago.

      “No,” Selina breathes, hands shaking so badly I think she’ll drop the ring. I’m surprised she hasn’t thrown it in my face yet. “No. No! What the hell?”

      “There are consequences to your actions, Selina,” I say, crossing my arms. I’ll shove that ring onto her finger myself if I have to. This was a step in my plan from day one, of course, but I thought I’d have more time to warm her up to the idea. A secret pit of myself even thought there would come a day where she would want this. If I’d known I would have to force it onto her, I would have simply done so from the very start.

      “I’m not going to fucking marry you,” my princess says with a panicked, humorless laugh. “This is insane. What would I even tell people?”

      “That’s up to you,” I say. “As is the wedding planning and whatnot.”

      “How generous,” Selina snarks. “Do I get to set the date, too? Because that’s going to be never.”

      God, that mouth. I can’t tell if the way it makes my blood run hot is rage, or something darker.

      “Well, we’ll be signing the legal paperwork first thing tomorrow,” I tell her, and watch her grow even paler. “But for the party itself, I’m thinking we should get it over with before the end of the year.”

      “Why are you even doing this?” she asks, near hysteria. “Is this just one more way to own me? This isn’t the dark ages. A wife isn’t her husband’s property.”

      I shrug. “Not in so many words. But if you really need me to lay it out for you, Selina, yes, I’m doing this to control you. Control your money, control your mouth in the court of law, control your company. I was hoping we could do this the nice way, but after today, you’ve forced my hand.”

      “You can’t make me do this,” Selina says shakily, and I wonder if she knows there’s a single tear escaping down her left cheek. “This is too far.”

      I grab her purse straps and use them to jerk her close, as close as I can without losing what little self-control I have left. Her eyes sparkle with tears and hatred, and her cheeks are hot with emotion. Still, her body leans closer to mine, pulled to me by the same dark magnetism that won’t let me walk away from her. The first time we met, before she even knew me, she shattered something new and unfamiliar inside me. In return, I have to break her back, mold her into a shape that belongs in my twisted life. Because the truth is, now that I have her, I can’t live without her, and I will never let her live without me, either.

      As if sensing my thoughts of dark possession, Selina pulls herself back slightly, lips quivering in fear.

      I want to taste her loathing, lick the violent thoughts right off her lips.

      “I can make you do whatever I fucking want,” I remind her. I can hear the dangerous husk in my voice, and she flinches back at the sound. “I know you, Selina. I know what you’re complicit in, even things you aren’t aware of yet. I know who you are, deep inside, the shadows of yourself you try so hard to hide. So tell me, princess, will you marry me, or will the world find out the truth about the Palacios family? Not to mention what you’ve done yourself. You’d lose everything, might even go to prison for a couple years. Your parents’ public memory would never be the same, your name would close doors instead of open them. Or maybe, maybe I’ll just save us both the trouble and kill you myself.”

      She’s blinking back tears now, thick lashes fanning fast. After today, she knows exactly what kind of man she’s dealing with.

      “Put the damn ring on, Selina.”

      I release her, and she obeys, her whole body trembling. I watch her slide the big diamond onto her thin finger, watch the simple motion tear her apart.

      Miel is right. It’s wrong, what we’re doing, but it’s what we have to do to survive. Desperate measures.

      I watch Selina’s shoulders shake as she sobs silently, her body looking small under the weight she carries daily. In another life, in another world, I might reach out and hold her. Smooth her hair back and whisper the truth to her, that I could never truly hurt her, that everything I do is to protect her from further pain.

      I promised myself that much on the night I killed her brother.
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      Detective Andrews sighs, accepting a third cup of coffee from the nervous receptionist. Maybe it’s the fact that she’s rightfully shaken by the death of the company’s CEO just down the hall, but Andrews would have expected waiting room coffee from the headquarters of Café Palacios to be of a slightly higher caliber. Nevertheless, he chugs it down, needing all the help he can get as he faces down another case with no leads.

      When asked if they’d noticed anything else unusual today, a couple employees had sworn they’d seen Selina Palacios herself walking down the halls with the late Barry Smythe, but the receptionist claimed not to have seen the reclusive heiress enter the building. She had seemed a little cagey as she gave her account, yes, but Andrews didn’t think she was lying. He liked to claim that he could always tell when a woman was lying to him, but that wasn’t entirely true. Historically, he’d just found that his good looks and a bit of charm could make a woman give him anything he wanted, even the truth. And boy, had he laid the charm on thick with Delilah. Maybe, once the case is over and she is a bit less traumatized, he’d drop by again, take her out for some real coffee.

      Andrews glances up as the medical examiner’s team wheels the body bag out. It looks a touch smaller than they usually do, not because the victim was particularly short, but because techs are still scraping what remains of his head off the office walls. A lifetime ago, the thought would have made his stomach turn, but now, it’s just another day on the job.

      “Huh,” Officer Daley says beside him, and Andrews turns to look at the woman. Under his tutelage she’s on a detective track, and she’ll probably make a damn good one someday, but he plans to advise the Lieutenant against keeping her in Homicide, when the time comes. She’s too soft. She can take a gory crime scene like a champ, but that’s not really the problem. People like her, people with a touch of light still left in them, shouldn’t be led down the path that turns them into men like him.

      “What?” Andrews asks absently, following Daley’s gaze to the portrait of Selina Palacios hanging on the lobby wall.

      “I think I saw that woman today,” Daley says, nodding at the smiling image. “At the station.”

      Huh, indeed. Andrews steps closer, examining the photo. The young woman, barely more than a girl, wears a demurely tight-lipped smile. Her brown curls are perfectly coiffed, decolletage adorned with a string of saltwater pearls, but there’s a darkness in those amber eyes that makes Andrews frown. It’s probably grief, he thinks, remembering the quick history of the business that was whispered into his ear as they arrived on scene.

      Still, in his line of work, cliché as it may be, there are no such thing as coincidences. This woman was at the police station earlier today, and then the CEO of her family’s company wound up dead. Andrews turns back to Daley and nods at her notepad, which she flips open, ready to jot down her next orders.

      “Find out everything there is to know about Selina Palacios.”
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        Selina and Javier’s story continues in Glass Cage! Click here to start reading ASAP.

      

      

      Thank you so much for reading Gold Cage! I hope you enjoyed the beginning of Javier and Selina’s story. If you did, please consider leaving a review. That would really help me out as a new author.

      Selina and Javier’s turbulent romance continues in Glass Cage. You can order your copy of that book HERE.

      To be notified about of my latest books, subscribe to my mailing list HERE.

      To order Glass Cage, drop me a line, or follow me on social media, you can visit my website at www.francescabaez.com.
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