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        For Tanya Ruby.

        I love you, my friend.
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        I loved him, and he left me.

        Now, all that's left is darkness and pain.

        A gaping hole where my heart once beat.

        And an unquenchable thirst for vengeance.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Prologue

          

          Nine years ago

        

      

    

    
      Anton watched quietly as his father slit the nun from breastbone to navel with a blade.

      Bright red blood oozed from her filthy, tanned skin, causing his bastard brother's birth whore to wail and Anton's stomach to churn.

      She would not die from the wound, he acknowledged, as his brain worked hard to comprehend this unnecessary suffering his father was causing the mother of the bastard.

      Of course, she would eventually die, the captured traitors always did, but it might take a week for infection to set in and take her life.

      Still, to Anton, this seemed unnecessary.

      She was suspended from the ceiling by her wrists, with her legs bound at the ankles and stretched apart, contorting her body in an obscene and painful looking X-shape.

      There was no honor in this.

      She was a woman of god, and while he and his brothers did not pray to a man in the sky, Anton did not feel comfortable watching the desecration of a religious servant.

      It made him feel uneasy.

      It made him feel less of a man.

      Yegor and Vasily, his brothers, reveled in delight at the sight of her naked body, wanting more than anything to join their father in inflicting pain on the holy woman.

      Anton frowned when his brothers chanted and encouraged their father and the older men to inflict more torture on the poor, defenseless creature at their mercy.

      Of course, no one dared say a word against his brothers.

      They were the princes of The Order and held a higher rank to all of the men in this room with the exception of their father – and him.

      Anton was the eldest son, Fabio's firstborn, and a grown man now, which made him the heir.

      Maybe not anymore, he pondered thoughtfully.

      Something about this bastard was acutely important to their father.

      Fabio had been searching for his bastard baby since he was five days old and the birth whore had stolen him away from right under his nose.

      Anton remembered the fury that had overtaken his father when he discovered his baby son had been snatched away before his reckoning day – a sacred rite of passage from the code.

      He also remembered the countless servants of god that had been tortured in this very room, thousands of them, from the four corners of the world, in Fabio's search to find her.

      Finally, after thirteen years of relentless hunting, he found them both hidden away in a dilapidated church, in a remote village in Mexico, living in poverty and clothed in rags.

      Anton would never admit it, not to a soul, but he was quite impressed with the nun's ability to evade captivity for as long as she had.

      She had traipsed the bastard prince all over the world. Hiding him in churches and convents all over Italy, France, Portugal, Spain, and even her birth land of Mexico.

      Foolish woman to return to Mexico, he thought to himself. She would have had a better chance back in Europe, where his father's contacts, while still in force, were not as prominent.

      Fiercely protective of his birth whore, the bastard, who, at only thirteen years old had garnered quite a name for himself with the local gangs, had single-handedly knifed no less than six of Fabio's armed men in his attempt to protect his mother.

      Six fully-grown, armed men!

      Important men.

      Men Anton had looked up to.

      Anton had never seen anything like it before while he had watched from the safety of one of the guarded cars.

      Their father, who had sat beside him in the car, had been fascinated by such displays of violence.

      It had thrilled Fabio.

      It had disturbed Anton profoundly.

      Jethro, his youngest brother, sobbed quietly into his hand, drawing his attention back to the present.

      Jethro was soft like their mother and Anton worried about his mental state often.

      Jet wasn't cut out for this world.

      He was too emotional.

      Too human.

      Anton presumed that the only reason the youngest Crellid had survived as long as he had was because of his conception.

      He was a rarity.

      Apparently, so was the bastard strapped to the chair.

      A baby conceived through the initiation of a high-born whore was a wonderful omen. According to the code of The Order, a baby boy conceived by a virgin whore on the night of her initiation would take precedent over all other heirs.

      It meant Jethro could rule before him.

      It meant the bastard could rule before them all.

      Another loud sniffle tore from Jethro's chest and Anton stiffened.

      Smothering his frustration, Anton discreetly tucked his youngest brother behind his broad back, blocking his view of the violence.

      He would have to get much tougher if he was to survive this world.

      Right now, he was showing weakness.

      Their father's fondness of Jethro wouldn't keep him alive if he didn’t get a handle on his feelings.

      Anton had witnessed first-hand what happened to Fabio's other children, his weaker siblings, and had grown too fond of guileless Jethro to watch him suffer the same fate.

      Sniffling quietly, Jethro pressed his face into Anton's back, slobbering his clean shirt with snot and tears, causing Anton to roll his eyes.

      It was a lost cause.

      The boy would die and he needed to make peace with it.

      He would never make it to adulthood.

      Folding his arms across his chest, Anton leaned his shoulder against the wall and kept his face void of emotion, not daring to take his eyes off the birth whore. He knew his father well, knew what was expected of him, and what would happen if he showed the slightest hint of discomfort.

      "Mirame, Salvatore," the nun strangled out, gasping for air, as the men took her from both holes, beating her with their fists while they pumped into her.

      "Do not call him that," Fabio snarled, slapping her across the face, so hard that blood trickled from the woman's mouth.

      She was already marked up so badly that Anton could hardly recognize her face.

      The blood on her lips only made the situation more desolate.

      "That is not the name of my son, whore of god!"

      Salvatore, Anton noted calmly, flicking his eyes to the feral looking teenage boy.

      Salvatore was the name his mother had given him when she stole him away.

      It meant savior in his mother tongue.

      While he rarely agreed with his father, Anton had to admit that the bastard looked more like a Trigger than a Salvatore.

      "Orad por sus almas," the bastard's birth whore continued to weep, writhing in agony, as two of the men finished up with her and shifted aside for two new guards to take their places.

      The men took her without mercy.

      Anton calculated that to be eighteen men in little more than two hours.

      Discomfort pooled in the pit of his stomach, making him feel more than he should.

      Swiftly closing off all emotion before pain crashed through him like a tsunami – he concentrated on what the nun was chanting to her child.

      "No dejes que tu corazón se llene de odio," she continued to sob over and over. "No me vengues, niño!"

      At eighteen, Anton was well read, having received a glorious education with a private tutor, and he managed to roughly translate her words in his mind.

      "Pray for their souls," she was wailing. "Do not let your heart be filled with hate. Do not avenge me, child."

      "¡Nunca rezaré por ellos!" Shaking his head, her bastard boy pulled on the chains that restrained him to the chair and choked out a heartbreaking snarl. "Mamá!"

      I will never pray for them, mama.

      The sounds of the boy's cries were heard throughout the compound, surprising Anton. Never in his life had he witnessed a male cry for a woman.

      It was surprising.

      It was…rare.

      "Mostrar misericordia. Por favor," the bastard continued to snarl, cutting his flesh from the force he was using to try to free himself. "Muestra tu misericordia!" he cried out, tears dripping down his tanned and bruised face. "Te lo ruego."

      Show mercy.

      Please.

      Show her mercy.

      I beg of you.

      When mercy didn’t come, the bastard howled in agony, voice breaking, making him sound like a young child.

      For a brief moment, Anton debated what would happen if he fulfilled the bastard's wishes.

      What would happen if he pulled out his gun and put an end to her suffering with a bullet to the brain?

      It would certainly be an act of mercy.

      He never could, of course, but that didn’t mean that he didn’t want to.

      Though his heart didn’t beat right, Anton wasn't as heartless as his father, and the bastard's pleas were affecting him.

      Distraught, the bastard moved to turn his face away, unable to watch his mother's suffering a second longer, but Tony, his father's right-hand man, held his dirty, tear-streaked face firmly between his beefy hands, forcing the boy to watch.

      "If you close your eyes, she will suffer worse," Fabio warned him. "Keep your eyes on her, son. Watch exactly happens to traitors in our world."

      Anton resisted the urge to tell his father that it was pointless threatening the bastard. He clearly didn’t know a word of English.

      Besides, he didn’t think this was the technique to use to bring this particular boy to heel.

      He would never fall in line – and especially not if they took his birth whore from him.

      He was a woman lover.

      Strange, Anton mused, but it was a fact.

      The boy had lived amongst the opposite sex for thirteen years, taking orders and bowing down to the inferior sex. He was raised by women – nuns, of all things!

      In the bastard's eyes, they were his equals. His superiors. He had displayed that belief numerous times since his return in the adoring way he looked at his birth whore. He displayed his respect every time he bowed to her like she was his queen. Like he was beneath her.

      Fabio could not win that kind of respect from him with vicious acts of terrorism.

      The bastard wasn’t programmed for our world.

      He wasn’t weak like Jethro.

      He was too strong minded.

      He was too dangerous.

      Anton sensed trouble laid ahead for his father.

      The rape continued for many more hours until the nun lost consciousness, the bastard lost his voice, and Fabio lost interest.

      Purposefully leaving her suspended, with her blood pooling on the carpet beneath her, Fabio retreated from the room with the other men, leaving strict instructions that the bastard was to remain exactly where he was.

      Anton and Jethro were the last to leave the room, with the youngest Crellid bursting into tears the moment his father was gone.

      "I'm sorry," he sobbed, hurrying towards where our bastard brother was still chained. "Forgive us."

      Wailing loudly, Jethro threw himself on top of the bastard before Anton had a chance to stop him. "You need to yield to him," he continued to weep, wrapping his small arms around our feral half-brother. "Disown her and claim father. It's the only way he'll – ahhhhh!"

      Letting out a startled yelp, Jethro jerked away from the bastard, cupping his ear.

      "He bit me," he sobbed, swinging around to stare up at Anton, wide-eyed and stunned. "My ear!" Blood trickled from his fingers as he cupped his ravaged ear. "He bit me, Anton."

      Anton rolled his eyes. "He just witnessed his mother being mutilated by our father. What did you expect him to do? Hug you?"

      "I…I..." Looking stumped, Jethro's eyes watered, lip wobbling. "But he bit me."

      "Mataré a todos los hombres que estuvieron en esta habitación esta noche," the bastard said with dark eyes full of danger. "Empezaré con tus hermanos. Morirán a mis manos. Despacio. Penosamente. Sangriento. Yo vengaré a mi madre." He sneered, body trembling with caged violence. "Ustedes dos, me quedaré para el final. Tu, príncipe heredero." He glared at Anton. "Tú eres el peor. Puedo ver tu humanidad. Pero tú eres un cobarde. Tomaré tu corona, príncipe heredero. Me llevaré a tu padre." Hacking up a phlegm ball, he spat at the brothers, catching the youngest boy on the cheek. "Tu hogar. Tu madre. ¿Ella esta viva? Personalmente me ocuparé de que ella sufra todas las formas en que sufrió mi madre. Si encuentras a una mujer a quien amar, la sacaré de ti. ¿Tus niños? Sería más seguro no tener ninguno porque los tomaré también. Te haré pagar a todos." He narrowed his eyes, tone full of menace and wistful promise. "Tu marca mis palabras, quemaré tu mundo hasta la tierra."

      Keeping his emotions in check was a skill Anton had learned very early on in life and it stood to him now as he placed his hand on Jethro's shoulder and led him from the room, not bothering to respond to the bastard's threats.

      To the outside world and the bastard, Anton looked unaffected, when on the inside, he was reeling.

      For the rest of the evening, and many evenings to come, he replayed the bastard's threats in his mind…

      I will kill every man that stood in this room tonight. I'll start with your brothers. They will die at my hands. Slowly. Painfully. Bloody. I will avenge my mother. You two, I will save for last. You, heir prince. You are the worst. I can see your humanity. But you are a coward. I will take your crown, heir prince. I will take your father away from you. Your home. Your mother. Is she still alive? If so, I will personally see that she suffers in all the ways in which my mother suffered. If you find a woman to love, I'll take her from you. Your children? It would be safer to have none because I will take them, too. I'll make you pay. You mark my words, I will burn your world to the ground."
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          Present Day

        

      

    

    
      The time had come, the night of my initiation was upon me, and I was officially out of time. Nineteen years of being prettified and pampered, sheltered and kept at arm's length for a bunch of men to decide my fate. All because I had the misfortune of being born into a world of misogynistic villains.

      My life, from birth to present day, consisted of being groomed for this very night. At any moment, I would be called into the room where my fate would be sealed. Men of the highest power in The Order would fight to claim me as their own.

      Only high-born women were given an initiation. Only high-born women were deemed worthy to procreate with. It was an honor, we were told. To be claimed by a man of The Order.

      Like a lamb to the slaughter.

      Up until two years ago, I had been sickly excited about this night.

      Because I had been promised to him.

      Fabio Crellid's strongest soldier.

      The bastard prince.

      Because I trusted him to get us both out of this world.

      Now?

      Not so much.

      My alliance with Fabio's bastard had been severed and now I was depending on his youngest, weakling son to protect me from the savages.

      Fabio's youngest son, Jethro Crellid, who was the same age as me, had promised to claim me at my initiation. He vowed to give me a good life, one where I would be safe and sheltered. All I had to do in return was birth his heir and turn a blind eye to his indiscretions.

      In other words, I was thoroughly fucked, because depending on Jet was about as sensible as sailing a paper freaking boat.

      "Ashton, get in here!" Trigger Laperro bellowed from behind the closed door at my back, dragging me from my thoughts. The deep, timbre lilt of his voice startled me, causing me to knock over the carefully stacked house of cards that I had spent the last forty minutes building.

      A spark of annoyance erupted inside of me and I glared down at the scattered deck of cards strewn across the floor.

      I'd heard the rumors that he was back in town.

      It was the reason I had waited here for most of the evening.

      To catch a glimpse of my prince.

      To beg him for mercy…

      It had been two years since we locked eyes on one another and I couldn’t deny the way my heartbeat soared at the thought of seeing his face again.

      Clambering to my feet, I smoothed down my short, white sundress and flicked my long, dark ponytail over my shoulder. Not quite the appropriate attire for groveling, but the asshole calling my name deserved to have his feathers ruffled. He deserved a helluva lot worse after what he'd done to me, and if I could achieve said ruffling with a thigh high hem and a plunging neckline then I considered it a noble win. Besides, I was running short on time and the beast behind the door was my only hope, and if a short dress helped me to get my way, I would never wear jeans again.

      "Goddammit, Ashton!" he repeated, and I could hear the fury in his tone.

      

      "…Run, little lamb, and run quickly." Clutching my throat tighter, he cut off my air supply. "Find a very good place to hide from your wolf and stay hidden…"

      

      His parting words to me two years ago floated through my mind and a cold shiver racked through me.

      "Are you deaf?" he roared, louder this time.

      No, Trig, but I am pissed.

      "I said get in here now!"

      If he didn’t have so much power, and I had the ability to rip the shackles from my wrists and break free from this world, then I'd tell Fabio Crellid's bastard son to go fuck himself.

      This is risky.

      This is life or death.

      You have no choice…

      

      My basic need to survive and even stronger desire to not be raped prevailed and I slapped on my friendliest smile before strolling into the office.

      Well, calling this place an office was a bit of a stretch. This was Crellid HQ and the so-called office I was standing inside was a pretty coverup to keep the feds appeased.

      Dirty feds, I mused to myself.

      In my relatively young life of nineteen years, I'd quickly learned that everything about this world was dirty.

      Dirty parents.

      Dirty cops.

      Dirty men.

      Dirty traitor princes.

      As painful as it was to admit, I needed this man's protection. My father's name wasn't enough anymore. Hadn't been since I grew tits and hair.

      Since he handed me back to them…

      Feuding with Trigger was a bad idea. I knew this because I had barely made it out alive the last time we clashed. But like always, I found myself falling into the same old pattern of self-sabotage and destruction. Because something happened to me when I was around Trigger Laperro.

      Something that used to feel an awful lot like growing hope, but had now morphed into growing resentment.

      Resentment or not, I needed the man to hear me.

      I needed him to stop what was about to happen to me.

      Because he was the only one who could stop my initiation.

      He had the power to change my fate.

      Trig's shoulders were broad and thick and straining against the fabric of his shirt when my eyes landed on him, sitting like the dark prince he was on his throne of power and deceit.

      Trigger didn’t look anything like his half-brother Jethro or the rest of his family. He had too much of his Spanish mother in him – her name, too – and it stood out like a sore thumb around his third generation Russian-American family.

      Where Jethro and the rest of his siblings were fair skinned and light haired, Trig was tanned with black hair. He was the sole owner of a pair of brown eyes in a family of blue eyes.

      He wasn't one of them, not truly, and that used to give me comfort.

      Now, I think I hated him more for it.

      Because he came back.

      Because he left in the first place.

      Without me.

      I arched a brow at the color of his shirt and sighed.

      His soul is too dark to wear white.

      He could clean his act up all he wanted, shove his big body into a designer suit, and I would still see the devil lurking underneath – and the tattoos to match his black heart.

      At twenty-two, Trigger Laperro consisted of all the things a good girl's nightmares were made of.

      Mean.

      Check.

      Dangerous.

      Check.

      Ruthless.

      Check.

      Cruel.

      Check.

      Hateful.

      Check.

      Killer.

      Check.

      Sexy.

      Check.

      Terrifyingly beautiful.

      Check.

      Heaven only knew how I managed to keep my nerve around a man I'd watched squeeze the life out of other men with his bare hands, but desperation did funny things to a girl. Luckily for me, I was rather skilled at the art of composure when surrounded by dangerous men.

      Two full sleeves of intricately designed ink, along with a perfectly sculpted and heavily inked chest and back, could be seen through the fabric of Trig's shirt if one stared hard enough.

      I was that one.

      Staring at Trigger Laperro had become an obsession of mine long before he had become a man and long before I realized that my life wasn't mine to live.

      All because I was a girl.

      All because the family I had been born into was as psychotic as his.

      My father, Royce Northwood, was to blame for my caged life. I never had the pleasure of knowing my mother, but since she dropped me on the doorstep of a madman and fled when I was days old, I could only assume that she wasn't worth knowing – or missing. I didn’t even know if she was alive or dead. All I'd ever known was Royce and his associates.

      In the event of my father's demise, his only child was to be given to his best friend and business partner, Fabio Crellid, to guard over. My father's demise came sooner than expected – although, one couldn't really broach a guess as to the average lifespan for men in his position – and I was thrown to the wolves at the tender age of ten. Both literally and figuratively.

      Because the members of the Crellid family were worse than wolves.

      Much, much worse.

      Tossed through the gates of the estate by my father's driver and handed over to Fabio Crellid and his mob of murder, mayhem, madness, and misogyny, I quickly learned where I ranked amongst the men in my world.

      At the bottom.

      Beneath them all.

      Not Trigger, remember?

      Corderito...

      Little lamb...

      

      "…Come on, Vasily, just leave her alone," the youngest Crellid brother, Jethro, mumbled as he hovered restlessly in my bedroom doorway, watching his teenage brother stalk towards me with purposeful, menacing strides.

      I had been at the Crellid estate less than a month and this was Vasily's fifth visit to my room. Infuriated with the small boy for just standing in the doorway and not helping me, I glared at him and felt a small smidgen of satisfaction when his pale cheeks reddened.

      "Come here," Vasily coaxed, drawing my attention back to the immediate threat, blue eyes shining with malice. "I only want to talk to you."

      A wave of panic swept through my body and I found myself scrambling off my bed, backing away from the big, blond, seventeen-year-old boy. I knew what he wanted to do with me and it wasn't talk.

      Trick me once.

      "Stay back," I warned, glaring daggers at the huge boy. I knew all about the workings of a boy's mind. I might be young, but I was no child. I'd grown up quickly in my father's world and I was all too aware of the twisted minds of men. Had been for years.

      And this boy was dangerous.

      I could sense it.

      I could see it.

      I knew what he would try to do to me if I let him.

      I also knew that I would rather throw myself out of my window before I let it happen.

      Holding the book I had been reading in front of my body, I tried to sidestep him, but he blocked my path, leaving me cornered and trapped.

      Again.

      "Touch me again and I'll kill you," I warned. "I know how to shoot." I didn’t, but he didn’t know it. "My father showed me all the tricks." Another lie. "I'm dangerous."

      A cruel laugh tore from his throat and he shook his head. "Did you hear that, Jethro? Northwood's baby-spawn whore is going to try to kill me." Snickering, he added, "She's dangerous."

      "Leave her alone, Vas," Jethro mumbled, cowering in the doorway. "Father won't like this."

      "Father said she was ours to do what we wanted with," Vasily shot back. "Just because you're all too pussy of Northwood's ghost doesn’t mean that I am." He smirked at me. "My brothers agreed to wait until you come of age before they unwrap you, but I intend to cash in on my gift now."

      "I said that I will kill you, not try," I corrected, jutting my chin up in defiance. "Don't mistake my promises for threats."

      "And how do you propose to kill me, baby whore?" he taunted, caging me into the corner. "With these scrawny arms?" Reaching down, he placed the palm of his hand against my flat chest and roughly slammed me against the wall at my back. "With this skinny body?"

      The air escaped my lungs with an audible ooof and my book slipped from my fingers, clattering to the floor.

      "I'll find a way," I strangled out, panting now. "I promise you that."

      "You'll do absolutely nothing because you have no power in this world," he challenged, stepping closer. "You are a girl. You are beneath me. You are only good for one thing –" he paused to cup my private area. "I'll break this."

      "You'll die if you try!" Snarling, I shoved at his chest and he backhanded me, knocking me against the wall again. "Fuck you," I sobbed, lip wobbling, as I cradled my stinging cheek. "You'll pay for that."

      "Oh, I will fuck you, baby whore," he promised darkly. "And then I'll share you with my brothers."

      Shuddering, my lip curled up in disgust and I shoved at his chest again. "You are Crellid scum!"

      "And you are Northwood pussy."

      My stomach heaved. "I'm too young."

      "I don’t care."

      "I don’t want to."

      "I don’t care," he repeated, smiling down at me.

      "Please," I begged now. "Don’t."

      "Don’t you see yet?" He laughed cruelly when my attempt to push him away failed miserably. "You have no control here. You do what you're told, when you're told, like the good little whore you're being trained to be."

      I whimpered, feeling my bravery slip. "I'm not a whore."

      "You are a whore, and I am a prince," he corrected. "You're living in my castle now, baby whore, and your daddy isn’t coming back from the grave to save you."

      "You're all criminals," I spat, shaking. "And the only thing that you and your brothers are princes of is wickedness."

      "You say that like it's a bad thing," he chuckled. "Like you're not cut from the same cloth of corruption." Narrowing his eyes, he hissed, "Your father was as bad as mine, if not worse."

      I didn’t deny it – couldn’t if I wanted.

      "I'm royalty around here, baby whore," he continued. "I'm the apex predator and you are whatever the fuck I say you are. If you were born a boy, your father's name would make you my equal, but you're completely worthless. An heiress whore. All of your father's inheritance; the property, the land, the business, it will go to whichever one of my brothers that claims you on your initiation, and you can't do shit to stop it from happening –"

      His words twisted into a snarl when I ducked under his arm and bolted for the door.

      "You can't run from us," he snarled, fisting my hair and dragging me back to him. "And there's nowhere to hide." Wrapping an unyielding arm around my small body, he carted me back to the bed. "We own you, Ashton Northwood. Your father gave you to us," he sneered, tossing me down on my bed and reaching for my jeans. "One of us. All of us." He grinned darkly. "At the same time."

      "Don't touch me," I cried out, scratching and pushing on his chest as he roughly dragged my jeans down my legs. "Please!"

      "I love it when the whores beg," he growled hungrily. "Beg, baby whore." He hooked his long fingers into the waistband of my cotton panties and dragged them down, too. "Cry for me –"

      Choking and spluttering, Vasily's words faded on his tongue and his hungered expression morphed into one of panic, the whites of his eyes turning bloodshot, as he released his hold on my panties and frantically clawed at his neck.

      Trembling from head to toe, I watched as his big body started to slump.

      Only when Vasily was on his knees on my bedroom floor did I notice the huge, dark-haired, foreign boy looming behind him, holding a piece of cord to his throat.

      My breath escaped me in a sudden rush as I watched Fabio's bastard son strangle his half-brother into a state of semi-conscious submission.

      "Te gusta follar bebés?" he asked in a deathly cold tone of voice, not relenting his tightly fisted grip on the cord wrapped around his brother's neck. "Eres un bastardo enfermo!"

      "Trigger," Jethro began to say in a nervous tone, taking a step into the room. "I – uh… maybe you shouldn't…" He swallowed deeply, hands fluttering at his sides. "I think you're killing him…"

      "Silencio, príncipe bebé!” Trigger commanded, and even though I didn’t know what he was saying, I could hear the warning in his voice.

      Jethro did, too, because he swiftly snapped his mouth shut.

      "Voy a enseñarle una lección a tu hermano," the black-haired boy growled, releasing his grip before reaching a hand behind his back. "Corre a lo largo si tienes miedo."

      Withdrawing a jagged edged dagger, the bastard prince tilted his head to one side and stared down at his brother gasping for air on his hands and knees.

      At thirteen, the bastard was younger than his pure-blood brother but no one would have guessed it from the way he physically overpowered Vasily with ease.

      "Si no te gusta la vista de la sangre, debes irte ahora," he said with a glint of madness shining in his dark eyes, and my heart roared to life at the sight, heat flushing to my cheeks.

      Ripping at his jeans, he managed to strip his older brother down to his boxer shorts.

      "Don't, don’t, don’t," Vasily cried out, curling up on the floor when Trigger fisted his penis and lowered the blade. "Please…God…Jesus, don’t do this to me!"

      "Ordando a Dios no te salvará," Trigger replied, voice deathly calm. "Mi madre también oró a Dios." Taking a knee, he pulled on Vasily's private parts so hard that he screamed out loudly. "Qué le dijiste a ella?" He tightened his grip. "Qué le dijiste a mi madre cuando rogaba misericordia?"

      "I don’t understand what you're saying…Oh god, I can't…Jethro, get help!" Crying out, Vasily pressed his palms together and started to cry. "Don’t hurt me, brother."

      "Father!" Jethro screamed, running from the room. "Father, help!"

      "Le dijiste a mi madre que gritara. Le dijiste a mi madre que disfrutaste sus gritos," the bastard continued, unfazed. "Esa fue tu misericordia." He released a pained snarl. "Y esto es mio."

      His eyes, dark as night, flicked to mine and I felt something shoot straight through me. Tilting his head to one-side, he watched carefully, waiting for something.

      Fear?

      Resistance?

      Permission?

      Heart racing hard in my chest, I blew out a shaky breath, eyes still locked on his, and nodded my head.

      Do it, I mentally willed him, end the cruel prince's reign.

      His eyes blazed with heat, nostrils flaring, and with one swift flick of his wrist, the bastard prince brought the knife down on his brother.

      Vasily's screams were drowned out by the thunderous noise of my heart as it pounded violently against my chest bone.

      Blood was pouring from the older boy as he screamed and writhed on the floor, but I couldn’t take my eyes off his.

      His dark eyes searched mine for something once again.

      I nodded, offering him my approval.

      Silent as a ghost, he climbed to his feet, kicked his brother out his way, and came to stand in front of me.

      "Para ti," he said, speaking to me for the first time since arriving at the estate, as he held the dagger out for me like it was some sort of offering.

      Trembling, I leaned forward and took the dagger from his blood-soaked hands. "Th-thank you."

      Nodding stiffly, he held a hand out for me to take.

      Without a second thought, I tossed the dagger on my bed and placed my hand in his.

      Setting me on my feet, he said, "No me tengas miedo,” before reaching for my panties around my ankles and pulling them back up into place, covering me. "No te violaré, corderito."

      A whole load of commotion occurred right after that, with dozens of men charging into my room, shouting and roaring.

      Two men hurried from the room with a ravaged Vasily limp in their arms, and then many more surrounded the bastard prince.

      He didn’t cower or flinch.

      He didn’t even fight when they grabbed for him.

      Instead, he kept his dark eyes on locked on mine as they manhandled him from my room.

      It was several weeks later before I finally managed to translate the words the bastard prince had spoken to me that night.

      "No me tengas miedo.”

      "Do not fear me."

      "No te violaré, corderito."

      "I will not harm you, little lamb…"

      

      From the beginning, I had fixated on Fabio's bastard son. The dark-haired boy who had arrived at the estate mere days after I had and only spoke in Spanish. He was thirteen years old and was furious with the world. So was I, but I never dared express my emotions like Trigger had. He was explosive; a loose cannon of rebellion that needed to be dealt with – a free spirit with wings that needed swift clipping.

      Nine years later, I found myself in the very same position; infatuated with a boy – now man – who had handed me off to his father and brothers like I was a piece of turned meat.

      So cruel.

      So cold.

      So ruthless.

      I belonged to the Crellids now, but only because this piece of shit in front of me didn’t keep his promises. Because he believed another over me.

      Silly little lamb.

      Never trust a wolf.

      "Trigger." Chewing on my gum, I offered him a bright smile and walked over to the gigantic meeting table that housed sixteen chairs on each side. Taking a seat on the opposite side of the table, I propped my heels on the expensive, stained oak. "So, the prodigal son returns from his travels."

      "Get up," he ordered in his thick Spanish drawl, not bothering to look up from the stack of paperwork he was combing through. We both knew what he was looking for and where he would find it. "Now."

      Rolling my eyes, I resisted the urge to crawl across the table and toss his paperwork on the floor, and climbed to my feet. "Dare I ask where you've been for the past two years?"

      "You can ask whatever you want," was his flat response. "It does not mean that I will tell you shit."

      Pain.

      It was pungent.

      "Where did you go, Trig?"

      Silence.

      "Why have you come back?"

      More tense silence.

      "Are you working with your father again?" Have you been working with him all along?

      Nothing.

      Anger bubbled inside of me. "Are you going to give me an answer?"

      A solid ninety seconds passed by before he bothered to tear his gaze off his work and actually have the common decency to look at me.

      What was I talking about?

      These men had no common decency.

      They were barely human to begin with.

      "I do not answer to whores," he finally said, his words cruel and harshly spoken.

      Ouch.

      His dark hair was all mussed up, his brown eyes so full of spit and fire were narrowed on me, and I was acutely aware that I was in the presence of the second scariest person I'd ever known. Third, if I counted my father. But his corpse was rotting in the hills now, so I decided that he didn’t count.

      His eyes took a slow, drugging appraisal of my body, causing my skin to ignite in a sudden flush of heat. "The fuck is that?" he demanded then, handsome face set in a deep frown.

      "What – my dress?" Keeping the fury out of my voice, I reached down and thumbed the hem. Smiling sweetly, I asked, "Do you like it?" Lowering my voice, I purred, "Your brothers think it's cute."

      I was testing him.

      Throwing out my bait and praying he snapped.

      "My brothers are assholes," he shot back, his heated gaze lingering on my bare thighs. "And you are a whore."

      Reel in your catch, Ashton.

      Take him back.

      He's yours.

      "Not yet," I mused, hitching my dress higher, defiance burning inside of me. Feel something, you bastard. Bleed with me. Remember what we were. Save me from your family. "But you can always change that –"

      "Stop," he warned, scowling at me. "It is not appropriate."

      "Appropriate?" I arched a perfectly tweezed brow. "Since when did you care about such mundane formalities, Trig?" I planted my hands on my hips. "Since when did you care about your daddy's business?"

      When he didn’t respond to my taunts, I shrugged.

      "Suit yourself." I blew an impressive bubble with my gum before resuming my chewing. Work harder, Ashton. You need him. "So, what did you want from me? Why call me in here?"

      "Why wait outside the door for me to call on you?"

      "Because I wanted to see you," I told him honestly.

      Anger flashed in his eyes. "Maybe I did not want to see you."

      "And yet, here I am," I feign-sighed. "At your request."

      "You are trying to fuck me over, Ashton," he growled, tone low and hard. "The overseas account?" He narrowed his eyes. "I know you have been pulling from it."

      Bingo.

      "I sure have," I replied brightly, beaming at him. Get mad. Feel something. "Just like you taught me." Offering him another devilish grin, I made a point of hitching up my dress and sliding a thick stack of hundreds from the elastic band of my panties. "Gotta protect my future since I'm on my own now, huh?"

      "It stops now," he barked before going off on a tangent in his mother tongue.

      I smiled to myself, remembering how hard he tried to learn the common tongue when he, too, was thrown to the wolves.

      Unlike me, however, Trigger came back to lead the pack.

      "Really?" I pushed, resting a hip against his table. Blow up, Trig. Come on, you can do it. "You want our money back, Trig?" Leaning closer, I placed the bills in front of him, keeping my fingers on the cash. "Here – take it."

      He started to reach across the table but I quickly snatched them away, releasing a low chuckle.

      "You like taking things from me," I purred, placing the bills back in my panties. "Do it." Fisting my dress, I whispered, "Take it." Take me. Save me.

      "Fuck you," he hissed, jaw clenched. "Whore."

      Pain.

      Block it out.

      "I thought you hated everything this place stood for," I continued my taunting, meeting his furious glower with a sweet smile of my own. "Hmm?" Fingering the cash, I batted my long lashes at him. "You loathe our families and want The Order to burn to the ground. That's what you used to say all the time, isn’t it, Trig?" Please remember, Trig. "That was our plan–"

      "Shut your damn mouth, puta," he commanded, running a hand through his thick hair in frustration. He cast a warning glance to the door that linked this room with his father's lair – the room used to test their products before making a sale. "Do you want to get us both killed?"

      No, I want you to save me from your family.

      "Oh, I don’t know." I shrugged. "Death has a solid, dependable appeal to it, don’t you think?"

      "If death is what you seek, then I will gladly give it to you," he said, voice deathly cold. "Traitor whore."

      I smiled. "Liar."

      "You still like to play with fire, little lamb." Resting his elbows on the table, he propped his chin on his hands, eyes on mine. "You lost my protection a long time ago. No one will save you from the flames this time."

      Your fault.

      "I don’t need your protection," I chimed, still smiling. "You don’t rank around here anymore, Trig."

      More lies.

      "And you do?" he asked, tilting his head to one side.

      I'm yours. "I'm his. I'm going to belong to your brother soon," I replied sweetly. "He wants me for his own," I added. "And he ranks above you, so –"

      "You have a name and a cunt!" he interrupted with a snarl. "That is your value around here, Ashton."

      He doesn't mean it, Ashton.

      It's his hurt talking.

      "Your name is what has kept you alive and your cunt is your only worth to Anton."

      Anton? "I am to be Jethro's."

      "Jethro?" came his incredulous response. "You wish to belong to a man who will never truly crave a woman's body?"

      "I spent seven years with a man who craved women and look where it got me," I shot back. "Jethro is kind. He will give me a good life."

      It was a complete lie. I had no idea what kind of life was in store for me with Jethro, but I found myself unwilling to lose face in front of this man. My pride forbade it.

      I narrowed my eyes meaningfully when I said, "He won't break my heart or his promises."

      "Tonto corderito." He threw his head back and laughed humorlessly. "Jethro will have you working the streets within a month. He has no mind of his own. He is a puppet whose strings are pulled by the devil himself. Men will line up to fuck a Crellid whore and Fabio will make a fortune off you until there is nothing of you left to sell."

      A shiver of sheer terror crept down my spine.

      "Then maybe you could steal me away before that happens?" I countered, voice low and breathy. "After all, you wouldn't let that happen to your queen, would you, mi rey?"

      That did it.

      Fury blazed in Trigger's eyes and he erupted like the loose cannon I knew he was.

      Throwing back his chair, he rose to his full 6'4 height and flew into a tangent of Spanish, speaking so fast and in such a passionate tone that I knew I had hit my target. His cold, black heart.

      Feel it, Trig.

      Take my bullet and burn.

      Die inside, just like I did, and then rise from the ashes and take me away from this hell.

      "You played your last mind game on me a long time ago, puta traidora," he hissed, watching me with hard, mistrustful eyes. "From where I am standing, it looks like you are all out of aces."

      Puta traidora – traitor whore.

      Empty.

      Lost hope.

      Anger.

      My outrage was potent. I could feel it wafting from my body in floods. He was wrong then and he was still wrong now. I was being blamed for something I had no part of.

      He was at fault.

      Not me.

      Bastard.

      "Be fair, Trig," I replied, keeping my tone purposefully sweet. "I wasn't the one playing the mind games back then, was I?"

      "No, you were just led by your greed," he sneered, folding his arms across his broad chest. "I cannot say that I am overly impressed with how you turned out." Arching a brow, he let his gaze trail over me once more. "You wilted before you blossomed." He sneered. "I had a lucky escape. You would have bored me into another whore's bed after a week."

      Now that was a new low.

      Still, I didn’t bat an eyelid, reminding myself that his words couldn't hurt me anymore.

      Not when there was nothing left of me to hurt.

      He'd taken a sledgehammer to my heart a long time ago.

      Now, I was just as dark as him.

      Regrettably, I was also just as dependent on him, too.

      "You did me a favor when you betrayed me," I told him, my smile still firmly in place, though it was getting harder to hold.

      "I betrayed you?" he spat, eyes wide in disbelief.

      "That's right," I pushed.

      Break him down, Ashton.

      Crush him.

      Make him hear your truth.

      "Abandoning me here gave me time to see things clearly." Stick him where it hurts. "It gave me time to connect with Jethro." I narrowed my eyes. "Yegor and Anton, too."

      Low blow, my conscience warned me. Too low.

      "You betrayed me!" Trigger snarled, clearly livid. "I should have put a fucking hole in your head for that stunt you pulled on me."

      "And I should have burned you alive for what you did to me, príncipe bastardo!" I heard myself spit back, using all of my ammunition on him.

      "Get out," he snarled, shaking from his misguided anger now. "So help me god, I will throw you through that fucking window if you do not get out of my sight!"

      Look at his eyes.

      He's not bluffing.

      Panic wrestled its way into my chest, causing my smile to slip and my truth to spill. "I'm to be initiated," I blurted out, balling my fists at my sides, trembling from head to toe. "Tonight." Terror seized my chest at the knowledge of what I would endure. It was the night I had feared since my arrival at the Crellids. I knew what had to happen. I knew what they would do to me. It was the code. "They'll break me." Suppressing a shiver, I stared up at the man I once trusted more than my own thoughts and whispered, "It was supposed to be you." My breath caught in my throat and I willed myself to be a stronger woman. "I won't survive what they'll do to my body." Publicly. Shamefully. "You need to contest your brother for me," I hurried to add. "You know the code, Trig. I'll belong to whoever takes me. It can still be you."

      Remember me, Trig.

      Remember your promises.

      Trigger's brows furrowed and for the briefest of moments a mixture of surprise and pain flickered in his dark eyes before resentment overrode it.

      "Mentiroso, they cannot initiate you." He shook his head in bewilderment. "You’re already marked."

      Already marked.

      Meaning I wasn’t a virgin.

      Meaning I was damaged goods.

      Idiot!

      "Am I marked?" I demanded, eyes hardening. "Am I really?"

      He stiffened. "Do not play this game with me," he warned, eyeing me with disgust. "You were claimed. I know. I saw. You fucked it all!"

      Do something, Ashton!

      Use your body.

      Make him remember.

      "Did I?" Resting my hands on the table, I leaned forward and whispered, "Prove it."

      "Stop with your lies," he growled, rounding the table to stand behind me.

      I could feel the tension emanating from him and I licked my lips, praying for his mercy. He was a devil, but he was the devil I knew best.

      "I am immune." He said the words, but I knew he was losing control. I was banking my life on the irrational side of his personality. "You do not rule me anymore, mi reina." He was breathing hard, struggling to rein in his demons. "You do not fuck with my head."

      Bluff.

      Be brave.

      He's affected.

      "Oh, but I do," I countered, shivering when I felt his chest brush against my back. "I'm in your head now, aren't I? You're thinking about that night? About what you think you know?"

      "No," he hissed in my ear. "I'm not."

      Keep pushing.

      "You're doubting yourself," I breathed. "You're second guessing yourself."

      "I know what I heard," he snarled. "What I saw."

      No. No. No. "You heard wrong." Shivering when he caged me against the table with his big body, I whispered, "You saw wrong, Trigger, and you fucked me over." I pushed my ass against him. "And now, you're throwing me to the wolves."

      "You think I fucked you over back then?" A dark chuckle erupted from his chest. It was a terrifying sound and I was instantly wet. "Oh, corderito–" a large hand snaked out and clutched my throat. Dragging my back to his chest, he leaned close to my ear and said, "Try to play me again and I will bury more than just my cock down your throat." He squeezed tighter. "Is that what you want? Hmm? My cock? You want me to fuck my brother's whore? Take her in all her holes like I should have done when she was mine? You want me to break code for you? A worthless, lying whore?"

      "I want you to claim me, Trigger," I strangled out my truth against his hold. "Please."

      "I cannot claim you," he hissed in my ear. "You bled for them."

      Wrong again.

      I attempted to shake my head but he held me firm, my back to his chest.

      "Not that I would want to," he continued cruelly.

      "Trig –"

      "I wouldn't claim you if you were dying on the streets," he sneered, splaying a possessive hand across my belly. "You could be full of him as we speak." With a hiss of disgust, he released his hold on my throat and moved to cup my breast. "Full of Crellid seed."

      Not yet. But I will be if you don’t stop them. "You said you should have taken me when you had the chance," I choked out, gasping and dragging air into my lungs.

      His words didn’t make me sad.

      They made me vengeful.

      And desperate.

      "You can have my ass now, Trig," I taunted, deliberately shifting my hips and rocking myself against him. I knew what I needed to do. I needed this man to take me back. Whether he deserved me or not, I was achingly aware that the fate of me staying alive and un-raped rested in his hands. The code was very clear. The cock she bleeds on, the cock she belongs to. "And my pussy."

      "Because I did not want it, not because I could not have it," he hissed, lips brushing my ear as his hand moved to grip on my throat once more. "Because I was the fucking fool who respected the body of a whore." He released a furious snarl. "And funnily enough, I have no interest in sticking my cock in anything my brother has been inside."

      Die, Ashton.

      Kill yourself now.

      "You might think you hate me." I sagged against his chest, feeling lightheaded as his erection dug into my back. "I sure as hell know that I hate you, but you need to claim me."

      "Why, corderito?" He laughed humorlessly. "Is Jethro so underwhelming that you have to come to his brother?"

      Desperate, I nodded.

      "You haven't earned my cock, corderito." He chuckled darkly. "Beg."

      "Please." Uncaring of how pathetic I sounded, I did exactly as he asked, choosing survival over pride. "Please, fuck me, Trig." Don’t hurt me. I'm scared. Be my Trig. "Claim me."

      "And what about Anton?" he demanded accusingly. "Why not run to his oldest prince and beg him for his protection?"

      And there it was.

      The root of our issues.

      "I've never been with Anton," I countered. "I told you –"

      "So, it was Jethro you welcomed into your body that night?" he accused. "Or was it Yegor? Forgive me for all of the questions, corderito, but you had so many men in your bed that I am having trouble remembering which one you bled for!"

      "None!" I cried out. "If you just let me explain what happened that night –"

      "Speak of that night one more time to me and I will follow through on my promises," he warned. "I will kill you, corderito."

      A shiver of fear ran through me. "Please, Trig, you have to help me –"

      "No," he snarled, hands moving to the straps of my sundress. "Fuck Jethro like you have a thousand times – and every other man you've had behind my back." Dragging the fabric down, he roughly cupped my bare breasts. "Ride his mediocre cock, corderito." He pinched my nipples. "And pretend it is me to get yourself off."

      He's close.

      Keep pushing.

      "Does the thought of him touching me make you mad, Trig?" I lost my ever-loving mind and goaded. "Thinking about your brother pushing himself deep inside of me –"

      "You gave him what was mine!" he roared, ripping my dress clean off my body, leaving me in nothing but my panties. "So, return to my brother and jiggle your small tits in his face. Make him lose his mind for you because –" Snarling, he shoved me forward and pressed me face down on his table. "You are worthless to me now."

      He was saying the words, meaning them, too, but his actions were all that I cared about. And his actions called him a liar as he thrust himself against me, grinding his hard erection against the fabric of my plain cotton panties.

      "Good girl panties on a whore," he mused, snatching the wad of cash from my hip and tossing it on the table.

      Dragging my panties down my hips, he gripped me tightly, his long callous fingers digging into my ass so hard that I knew he was marking me.

      My body weakened at the notion – the side of me drawn to all things dark and debauchery reveled in the pain he was inflicting.

      "Has he had this?" Pushing my cheeks apart, he trailed his thumb over my tight hole. "Did you give him my ass, corderito?"

      His ass. "You left me, Trig," I moaned as a mixture of fear and lust exploded inside of me. My thighs trembled and I tried to push them together to soothe the ache, but he wouldn't let me. "You gave me to him," I breathed, rocking my hips. "You left me here." Keep going, Ashton. "It's his ass now." If you don’t stop them.

      "Whore!" Roughly spearing my legs apart, he fisted my hair and tugged hard enough to snap my head up. "Do you think you can play me?" He spat on the table, narrowly avoiding me, and released his hold on my head, causing my face to smack against the wood. "Do you think you can mind fuck me into taking this second-hand pussy back?" Gripping my hip with one hand, he slipped his free hand between my legs. "I taught you everything you know, you little fool." Finding my throbbing clit, he teased me with soft strokes before abruptly stepping back, releasing me. "And you failed me."

      "No!" Furious from the lack of contact, I swung around to glare at him. "You're failing me."

      "You disappointed me," he added coldly, watching me with hard, cruel eyes. "Enjoy your initiation with Jethro and whoever wants a turn at you tonight. Be sure to scream, sweetheart. Put on a show for the old man. I am sure that it will not be difficult for a whore like yourself." Sneering, he added, "You certainly had me fooled for years."

      "Trig –"

      "Out," he commanded. He gathered up my clothes but made no move to give them back. "We are done talking, corderito."

      "I'm naked," I reminded him, shivering.

      "I can see," he sneered. "Another disappointment. Now, get the fuck out."

      "My clothes?"

      "Whores do not need clothes," he deadpanned. "Now get out."

      My gaze flickered to the bulge in his pants.

      He wants you, dammit.

      Badly.

      Narrowing my eyes, I flicked my gaze back to him. "You're bluffing," I challenged. "You won't make me walk out of here naked."

      "Won't I?"

      Don’t cry, Ashton. "You're not that heartless."

      "I do not have a heart, remember?" he replied coldly. "Never existed."

      "You love me," I bit out. "Admit it."

      "Love you?" His eyes bulged. "Oh, corderito, you are so fucking mistaken." Thoroughly enraged, Trig walked over to the window at the far end of the room. Pushing it open, he tossed my clothes out and swung back to face me. "Now, walk out that door while you still can, or join your clothes on the asphalt. Although, I must warn you, I doubt you will survive the drop."

      "No." Refusing to roll over and die like I did the last time we were standing in this position, I hissed, "You're bluffing. I know you love me, Trigger Laperro. You've loved me your whole life. Be the bigger man here," I begged. "Open your eyes to the truth of what really happened that night." Blinking my tears back, I whispered, "Save me like you promised you would."

      Glowering, he folded his arms across his chest. "Those promises are null and void."

      "No," I sobbed, feeling weak. "You can't say that –"

      "Your doing, not mine," he hissed. "Now leave me!"

      "I can't," I strangled out, shivering violently now. "You know what they'll do to me." Sniffling, I hurried to close the space between us. "I'm begging you." Dropping to my knees, I clutched his forearm. "Claim me."

      "You are his," he bit out, voice torn, yanking his arm free. "I cannot claim what has been marked."

      "I'm not his," I screamed, loud enough to wake the dead, as I wrestled to cling to his hand. "I'm yours." Sniffling, I scrambled on my knees after him when he tried to step away. "I'm yours, Trig. I always have been. You have to stop this –"

      "Well, you are the last person I expected to see tonight." A terrifyingly familiar voice acknowledged, and my blood turned to ice in my veins. "Have you come to watch her initiation, Trigger?"

      Freezing on the mortal spot, I clung to his hand and clenched my eyes shut, praying for divine intervention.

      If Trigger Laperro was the prince of darkness and Jethro was the prince of light, then the man standing in front of me was Lucifer himself.

      Fabio Crellid.

      Their leader.

      Their father.

      My living nightmare.

      Fabio stood in the doorway, looking more imposing than ever. "The last time we spoke, you were adamant that you wanted nothing to do with her. If I recall correctly, you gave her to your brother." A faint smile ghosted his lips. "Have you changed your mind, son?" Malice glimmered in his cold eyes. "Has the bastard prince returned home to claim his whore queen?"

      Pain; it was more potent than the oxygen filling my lungs. Queasy, I blew out a pained breath and tightened my hold on Trig's hand.

      Please, Trig.

      Get me out of here…

      "Nothing has changed," Trigger replied, ripping his hand free and stepping away from me. "He is welcome to her."

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            2

          

        

      

    

    
      "No!" A pained sob escaped me and I dropped my hands to the floor, head bowed, hope lost, painful memories bombarding me. "Trig."

      "Jethro!" Fabio Crellid barked, calling his son to him. "Looks like you have a problem, son."

      Moments later, the sound of Jet's voice filled my ears. "Ashton." His tone was gentle and laced with disappointment. "Get off the floor."

      Sniffling, I climbed to my feet and turned to face him. I wasn't afraid of what Jet would do to me. We'd been friends all through childhood, and I knew in my heart that he wasn't a bad man. I should have been grateful that he was willing to claim me, that he had managed to delay my initiation by an extra year, but I couldn't be. Because I was afraid of his weakness – a weakness in direct contrast with the relentless strength and dominance that oozed from his older half-brother.

      Jet's weakness terrified me. His need to please his father. His inability to command and control. His soft heart. He was not the man to be tied to in this world.

      In a world where the male gender reigned supreme, a woman needed to find her alpha. Jet, as much as his father willed him to be, would never be the alpha son. He was the kind of man who would allow terrible things to happen to his woman and then try to soften the betrayal with gifts and smiles.

      When the chips were down, Jethro Crellid could not and would not protect me.

      He was useless to me.

      "Naughty girl, Ashton," Fabio mused, stroking his jaw. His cold, dead, blue eyes trailed down my naked body and I saw a mild hint of interest in those soulless depths. "I think she needs to be taken care of sooner than expected, Jethro," he announced with a jerk of his chin. "Let the initiation begin."

      "You cannot be serious!" I heard Trig snap. "She cannot be initiated – wait, dammit!"

      Too little too late, Trig.

      Fabio's henchmen manhandled me through the adjoining door and into the king's lair. I knew the man was evil. I'd known it all my life, which was why, when my eyes landed on the woman strapped to the bed in the middle of his dimly lit lair, I didn’t bat an eyelid.

      This is it, Ashton.

      This is the day you die.

      Let your mind slip.

      You won't need it after today.

      Three men entered the woman in all of her openings as several of Fabio's associates stood around watching. They were spreading her, testing her, preparing her for work.

      I, of course, would not be working for Fabio. My father's name both saved me from that fate and thrust me into a far worse one. A high-born woman would serve the men of The Order by bearing their heirs.

      In other words; shut up, look pretty, and pop out their high-born spawn until they grow tired of your body and dispose of you.

      It's your time, Ashton, I tried to console myself. It's been your time for years now. You're nineteen. You're older than most of the girls that have passed through this room. You're a grown woman now. An adult. Let them all do what they want to you here and then it's just Jet. Jet won't abuse you. Be brave.

      I knew the only reason that I wasn't on this table with all these men thrusting into my holes was Jet. Sweet, lovable, useless Jet who had swooped in and picked up the pieces when Trigger cast me aside. Heir to this hell and pride and joy of this devil. Jet delayed my initiation for as long as he could, but I knew he wouldn't protect me in here. I had a virgin pussy and Jet's flavor was cock. Forbidden for the son of a Crellid, the desire to keep his secrets and please his father would surpass his desire to protect me.

      When he came to stand beside my trembling body, Jet's eyes were locked on the cock being thrust in and out of the woman's mouth. He licked his lips, expression hungry, and I knew I was in trouble.

      "Enough," Fabio barked and the men immediately stopped fucking the woman. Like well trained dogs, all three men and the lone woman climbed off the bed and trailed out of the room.

      Whores.

      The men.

      The woman.

      They were all whores.

      Puppets to the mad king of drugs, death, and fucking.

      The room was filled with men from The Order. Fabio's associates and heavies. Bad men.

      Another incline of Fabio's head had me obediently walking over to the bed, naked as the day I was born.

      I knew what would happen if I didn’t.

      He would take me for himself and that was a fate worse than Jet.

      "No," Trig's panicked voice came from somewhere behind me. "This is not happening in front of these pricks."

      "Leave, Trigger," his father commanded. "Go find yourself a whore to entertain you for the night. You are far too attached to something that isn’t yours anymore to stay here and witness."

      Something.

      I wasn't a person.

      I was a something.

      "But she is not intact!" Trigger bellowed, charging into the room, ignoring the dozens of pairs of curious eyes that landed on him. "He already took her. You know this. It is why I –" His words broke off and he drew in a deep, shuddering breath before continuing, "That makes her initiation null and void! You cannot do this –"

      "I can do whatever the hell I damn well please!" Fabio roared back at him, before turning his attention to the youngest brother. "Is Trigger correct, Jethro? Has she bled for you, son?" he asked when I climbed onto the bed. "Have you broken her in? Made her yours?"

      "Yes," Jet declared, causing to Trigger to groan in what sounded like physical pain, and me to swing my glare on him.

      Fuck.

      I had no hope with this man.

      He couldn’t keep himself alive, never mind a woman.

      "Which is why Trigger is right about the initiation being null and void," he continued, surprising me. "I won't take Ashton in front of you, father." He swallowed deeply. "She is not for show."

      "If she is yours and she has truly bled for you, then you should have no problem fucking her," his father snapped. "Come, Jethro, and show your brother just how good his whore queen feels around your cock."

      A pained whimper tore from my throat and I heard him snarl. "Do not do this. Fabio, she is not a toy –"

      "Shut up or get out," his father roared. "You have no say in my house, bastard. Remember your role!"

      "She is your best friend's daughter," Jethro offered weakly.

      “Exactly,” Trigger continued, tone as hard as his father's. "Show his memory some respect."

      "The same respect she showed you?" Fabio laughed. "Foolish fucking boy."

      "She has already bled for me years ago," Jet announced. "The whole point of an initiation is for a virgin high-born to conceive an heir. I've already taken her virginity, so this is pointless."

      "Hear that, Trigger?" Fabio laughed. "Your bitch bled for your brother years ago."

      A pained snarl erupted from Trig and he flashed a look of pure betrayal in my direction. It was a look that was so full of pain and hatred that I felt what was left of my heart wither up and die.

      He's lying, I wanted to scream, he's only saying this to protect me, but it wouldn’t do me any good.

      "You know the rules of the code, Jethro," Fabio continued, tone hard and unyielding. "You wanted Ashton for your own when your brother had a change of heart. You intend to marry her and have her take our name. If she was any other man's daughter, I would have her thrown in the ocean and fed to the sharks for the discord she caused between my sons. But she's Royce's blood, therefore, I will allow this pairing. But my patience is wearing thin, boy. You know the rules, you've seen how this works, so, fuck the girl, son –" His hands moved to his belt. "Or I'll show you how to." His eyes narrowed. "And you know what happens if I find her innocent." Another pained growl from Trig. "The cock she bleeds on, the cock she belongs to."

      A trickle of fear rushed through me.

      I had seen what Fabio did to girls.

      I had seen the blood.

      Heard the screams.

      "Father –"

      "Fuck her or I'll do it," his father snarled and I clenched my eyes shut. "Take her now, son, or I'll keep her for myself. She'll be a nice addition to my personal whores. The only child of the mighty Royce Northwood is bound to one of my son's – a vow I made to my oldest friend – so show me you're worthy of such a prize."

      "Fine," Jet relented and I sagged in a sick form of relief, thankful that his father wouldn't touch me.

      "Who contests?" Fabio asked the question I had been dreading. "Rather pointless all things considered, but code of The Order never the less. Who will fight my son to claim her?"

      Several of the men from The Order stepped forward.

      Repulsion swept through me.

      Close your eyes, Ashton.

      It will be over soon.

      "No, it can only be me," Jet argued weakly, his poor attempt at protecting me. "Ashton is mine."

      "You know the code," Fabio interjected. "Every man in this room has a right to contest – to claim her for their own."

      I could hear the unravelling of clothes as one of Fabio's heavies loomed over me. His huge hand clamped down on my small breast, roughly pinching my nipple while another heavy strapped my hands to the headboard.

      Another man leering by my hips plunged a thick finger into my pussy. "She's tight." He grunted his approval. Forcing myself not to resist, I let my legs fall open. "Shaved pussy," he added, like they couldn't already see that I was bare. "Wet."

      "Step the fuck down," Trig warned, his voice a vicious snarl, and my frozen heart thawed in my chest. "Any man to lay his hands on her flesh will die roaring. You want someone to contest him, padre? Is that what you need? To make this sick fucking show more entertaining for you?" Trig snarled, hands moving to his knife belt as he stepped forward. "Fine. I contest." His dark eyes flicked to mine and I could see the burning resentment mixed with guilt and pain. "You win, puta.” He stepped closer, brandishing a shiny dagger. "Again."

      "You gave her up a long time ago, Trigger." His father sounded amused. "You begged me to take her back, remember? When your baby brother took what was yours for his own. And still, you try to protect her? How very noble of you."

      "I said that I would fuck her, not marry her," Trig replied flatly. "You want someone to contest and I am that someone." Pain clouded his features for the briefest moment before his anger quickly consumed him once more. "Besides, she already gave herself to him."

      "What are you doing, Trig?"

      "It's me or them, brother. Take your pick."

      "She is mine," Jethro complained weakly. "I shouldn’t have to fight for her –"

      "Fight me for her, baby brother," Trigger dared menacingly, blade shining in his hand. "Or you are not worthy to have a woman of your own."

      Fumbling awkwardly for his own knife, Jet held it loosely in his grip.

      "Put your knives away, my sons," their father chuckled, sounding amused. "Jethro, you can share her with your brother tonight. Maybe you will learn something from him."

      "It looks like your papi has come to your rescue once again, príncipe bebé," Trig said darkly, returning his blade to its holder. "Let us hope that he is always there to save you."

      "Make her scream," Fabio told his sons with a clap before taking a seat at his throne. "Make her bleed, Jethro."

      Strapped to the bed and paralyzed in an aroused state of fear, I watched as both brothers approached me, night and day, predator and comrade.

      Moving for my face like I knew he would, Jet stroked my cheek with his soft hand before angling my head sideways.

      He was naked now and his thick, semi-erect cock sprang free. Nuzzling my cheek with one hand, he guided the head of his cock to my lips with the other.

      Parting my lips, I obediently took him into my mouth.

      Remembering the way the woman before me had done it, I sucked deeply, and hated myself for growing wetter from the deep, animalistic male sounds coming from the men watching me.

      Hands roamed over my flesh, squeezing my breasts, and I moaned around Jet's cock, working him deep in my throat.

      "Good girl," he praised, cupping the back of my neck as he thrust deeper, ramming his cock down my throat. Tears stung my eyes from the force and I struggled to breathe through my nose while he took my mouth for his own.

      Suddenly, my hips were yanked downwards and I choked hard on Jet's dick when a sudden jolt of pain shot through my pelvis

      "Trigger!" their father growled, voice thick with lust. "That was not yours to take."

      Agony engulfed me and I groaned loudly, thighs clenching around the hips planted firmly between my legs.

      Trig's inside me, I realized, stretching my pussy out with hard, unrelenting thrusts from his thick cock.

      Aroused now, Jet clutched my head in his hands, hips thrusting vigorously, eyes clenched shut as he fucked me without care for my ability to breathe.

      Panicked, I struggled to breathe as my body jolted violently from the force Trig was taking me.

      He doesn’t know.

      That, or he just didn’t care anymore. He was ripping through my virginity like a madman. My jaw ached, my body shook, and I could feel the tears trickling down my cheeks as the brothers took what they wanted from me.

      I could feel his hands on my hips, fingers digging roughly into my flesh as he ripped me apart.

      A furious snarl tore from his throat. "Take me in, Ashton." Not corderito. I was always Ashton when we weren't alone. "Choke on his dick, corderit– whore." Snarling, he thrust harder. "Feel me break you."

      Jet started to shudder and I felt a hot spurt of semen shoot down my throat. Groaning, he pulled out of my mouth and angled the head of his dick to my face. Another blast of hot seed hit my cheek.

      "Pathetic. You barely got your dick wet, Jethro," his father sneered. "Trigger, my boy, make it count, son."

      "Oh, I intend to," Trig snarled, upping his pace, fucking me hard and rough.

      Gasping for air, I swung my gaze to look at the man between my legs. His movements were relentless, almost feral as he continued to penetrate me with an unhealthy dollop of violence.

      He was angry with me.

      With his father and Jet.

      With the whole damn world.

      Well, I was angry with him, too.

      But I won.

      He had to keep me now.

      I could see my future in the form of the blood smeared all over my thighs.

      I'm his.

      Trig's cock was drenched in my blood and he didn’t even realize it. He was too busy punishing me for a crime I didn’t commit. He was fucking me at such a furious pace that he hadn't stopped to take a breath or to see the truth.

      I cried out as the pain morphed into a twisted throbbing ache of pleasure. He still didn’t look. Adrenalin and vengeance were urging him forward.

      He was trying to hurt me.

      To break me.

      It was working.

      Suddenly, he yanked out of me and flipped me onto my stomach. I cried out from the pain. His hands were back on my hips, dragging my ass up to greet his cock, as he slammed into me all over again.

      "Slow down, Trig," Jet warned, still panting. His concerned eyes flicked to mine. "Take it easy."

      "On your whore?" Trig laughed, well and truly taking leave of his senses. "She was mine and you took her!"

      "You're gonna regret this," Jet told his brother, and I concentrated on his hand as he continued to stroke my cheek, attempting to soothe and comfort me.

      He knows he can't stop this.

      They'd kill us both.

      Fucking code.

      "Seriously," he continued. "You're hurting her."

      "Yes, and she deserves it!" Trig roared back. "Fuck you both." Releasing another furious snarl, he fisted my hair and dragged me backwards. My hands were bound to the bed so I couldn't go to him. "You took her from me, now watch me ruin her."

      I was left in limbo, held cruelly by my hair while he wrapped his free hand around my stomach and continued his assault. "Puta traidora!"
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      Holding my breath, I peeked around the thick, red velvet curtain I was hiding behind, and locked eyes on the family of devils I had been thrust into.

      Looking at Fabio Crellid made me lonesome for my father. I had slept easy at father's house, with no fear of being attacked in my sleep.

      Not anymore.

      Daddy, I miss you…

      Narrowing my eyes, I listened as the oldest Crellid son, Anton, demanded vengeance for his brother.

      Up until now, I didn’t have any problems with Anton.

      Out of the four Crellid brothers, the eighteen-year-old displayed the least amount of interest in me.

      I found myself having a problem with him now, though.

      A huge, bastard-sized one.

      "Father," Anton growled, pacing the office. His snow-white blond hair was ruffled and his face was set in a deep frown. "He attempted to make a eunuch out of your son." Throwing his hands up in clear exasperation, he hissed, "Surely such brutality has to be punished?"

      "Agreed," Yegor, the little rat who was the same age as the bastard, chimed in. "He's a liability." Pushing off the wall he was leaning against, he strolled over to the leather couch and took a seat. "I say we eliminate the threat before it gets out of hand," he added, tone hard. "He's a cancer to this family. I say we cut the tumor out before it spreads."

      "I am raising girls," Fabio laughed, clearly delighted with his sons' reservations. "Pussies."

      Anton narrowed his eyes. "I am no girl."

      "You are all threatened by his presence," his father countered, blue eyes laced with amusement. "By my bastard." Turning to Yegor, he added, "As you should be. A tornado is a terrifying concept to a house of sticks."

      "I'm worried because he's a psychopath!" Yegor spluttered, looking affronted. "I feel threatened because he just cut my brother's cock off!"

      "He is the only one of you that shows promise," Fabio corrected. "He has killer instincts." He smiled. "He will be my finest soldier."

      "He wants to kill us," Anton bit out. "All of us. He won't work for you, Father. He will kill you – the first chance he gets. The bastard needs to go."

      "Anton's right. He's more likely to slit our throats in our sleep than work for you," Yegor interjected with a snarl. "He's fucking insane."

      "He is not insane, my sons, he is vengeful," Fabio corrected with a chuckle. "And we do not punish sons because of their thirst for blood and vengeance." He grinned darkly. "We channel it into a weapon."

      "A weapon?" Yegor gaped at his father like he had grown three heads. "But he's a loose cannon."

      "I know. Isn't it beautiful?" Pushing back from his desk, Fabio stood up and walked to the window. "For thirteen long years I searched for him."

      Clasping his hands behind his back, Fabio looked out the window to the mayhem occurring in the courtyard. Mayhem that revolved around his bastard son taking a vicious beating at the hands of his heavies.

      "I hunted his whore mother to the ends of the earth to take back what she stole from me. To bring him home," Fabio continued, tone almost reverent. "And I am not disappointed." Turning back to face his sons, he said, "He became everything I dreamed for him and more. Vengeful. Murderous. Full of hate. Full of power." He sighed. "I am excited to unleash him on the world."

      "You made a mistake with the nun," Anton said with a shake of his head. "You should have let him keep the mother whore."

      "Boys don't need mothers," Fabio corrected. "To become a man, you need the umbilical cord severed from your birth whore and I did that for him. Women do not matter to kings. Our only need for a woman is pleasure and breeding. It was a merciful lesson." He smirked cruelly. "He is mine now."

      "And the priest?" Yegor urged. "Why is he still breathing?"

      "Good point, brother," Anton said, agitated. "Why are you allowing a holy man to enter our home, Father?"

      I frowned, thinking about the old priest that had been to the estate on numerous occasions since my arrival.

      I never thought much about it until now.

      He came only for the bastard.

      To visit him.

      Why?

      "We are not Catholics," Yegor sneered, dragging me from my thoughts. "We do not pray to his God."

      "Exactly," Anton snapped. "Why are you letting this farce continue? You know that he helped the nun hide him from you."

      "They speak in his mother tongue when they're together," Yegor added, sounding frustrated. "How do we know he's not planning a riot?"

      "If you cannot find the answers to your simple questions without my help then I overestimated you both considerably," Fabio mused. "Keep your enemies close and their confidantes closer, my sons."

      "So, you admit that he is an enemy," Anton pushed.

      "We are all enemies," Fabio replied. "Some today, some tomorrow."

      "I don’t understand," Yegor growled, sounding pained.

      "Which is why you will never take over from me," Fabio practically cooed. "Stupid boy."

      Yegor flushed bright red.

      "How do you propose we contain him?" Anton asked then, moving to stand beside his father. He stared out the window as he spoke. "How do we get someone so untamed, and who despises us so much, to fall in line?"

      "He is a man," Fabio replied. "Think, Anton. How are men kept in line, son?"

      "Death," Yegor muttered from his perch on the couch. "Better again, go back in time and leave the bastard in the slums with his God and his god-worshipping mommy. That's where he belongs. If you don't have the heart to kill him, I'm sure his priest and his holy women would take him back in."

      "Leave us!" Fabio barked loudly.

      Yegor's sulky expression turned into one of shock. "But –"

      "Get out," his father repeated. "You are thinking like a child and not the man you were raised to be. You disappoint me. Leave now before I decide to have two eunuch sons."

      Yegor moved faster than I'd seen him since I got here. It wasn’t until he was gone from the room with the door closed behind him that Anton spoke.

      "I don’t understand," he told his father, speaking in a far more respectful tone than his brother had used.

      That's the one, my mind told me.

      He'll take the throne.

      "I mean no disrespect, Father, but the boy does not come across to me as being reasonable."

      "He is not," Fabio agreed, clapping his oldest son on the shoulder. "But he is passionate. He is full of passion – overloaded with unrestrained, raw emotion. It is going to get him killed long before his time," he added with a long sigh. "But before it does, he is going to make me a fortune."

      "And how do you plan on winning him over to our way of thinking?"

      "Tell me, son," Fabio replied. "What do passionate men think with?"

      "Their hearts, Father," his son dutifully replied.

      Fabio nodded approvingly. "And what are passionate men drawn to?"

      "Pussy," Anton replied without hesitation. "The ultimate weakness."

      "Very good," his father praised. "It starts when a man is in the womb. Some grow attached to their birth whore. Natural enough – she provides them with nourishment from her body and the basic nurturing an infant requires. However, if the connection is not severed at an early age, it can become a terminal weakness to the man." He sighed heavily. "Unfortunately for your brother, the nun coddled him to her breast for far too long. She raised him with women and she made my son weak. He doesn't understand our world. He sees whores as equals – something he displayed tonight with your brother. Women are his weakness, son, and that is exactly how we will control him. We will offer him an incentive of sorts for his submission." He smirked. "A tempting prize he will undoubtedly conform for."

      Anton frowned. "But the nun –"

      "I'm not talking about the nun," Fabio quickly cut him off. "He is almost a man. He has sexual urges his whore mother could never sate. Urges that will sway his mind. Think smarter."

      I saw the moment recognition dawned on Anton Crellid because his mouth fell open.

      "Father." He shook his head. "She is supposed to be for one of your full-blood sons. She is promised to a Crellid – not a bastard."

      "And yet, she belongs to a bastard," Fabio mused.

      My heart flipped in my chest.

      They were talking about me.

      They were going to give me to the bastard.

      Why was I not scared about this?

      Why did this make me relieved?

      "I will offer him the heiress whore," Fabio continued. "He's already interested – whether he realizes it or not. He's been watching her. Can't seem to help himself. His hungry, teenage eyes follow her everywhere she goes. A blind man could see that. And tonight's charade only signified how deeply he is affected by her." Grinning, he added, "My old brother-in-arms has given me a gift from beyond the grave with his daughter. She will be an irresistible carrot to dangle."

      "He won't go for it," Anton was quick to say. "You saw what he did to Vas – she's too young. He shows honor – and respect to women."

      "Exactly," his father chuckled. "There is more to passion than desire, son. With passion comes a deep sense of responsibility and the need to protect. And the bastard will protect her innocence to a fault because that is what his whore mother taught him to do. Women are his Achilles heel. She will become his greatest weakness. And I will take her back from him the moment he steps out of line."

      "Did you plan it?" Anton asked then, narrowing his eyes. "Did you tell Vasily to mess with her?" He stiffened. "Did you know the bastard was watching over her?"

      "Of course," Fabio replied without a hint of remorse. "Nothing happens under this roof without my knowing."

      "But Vasily almost died," Anton choked out. "He could still die, Father–"

      "Vasily is useless to me," Fabio snapped with a dismissive wave. "As is Yegor. They are not good enough. Never were. Your sisters are worth even less. You, on the other hand, still prove to be a worthy attribute."

      "And him," Anton muttered, rubbing his jaw.

      "Indeed," Fabio replied. "As for Jethro – I am still undecided. He is soft and weak. But I have regrettably grown fond of him."

      "So, what's the plan now?"

      "It's simple," Fabio replied. "You and your brothers will keep your hands off the heiress. Fucking with the whore means that he is distracted. I need him focused and willing to work with me. Therefore, you and your brothers will leave well enough alone. Is that clear?"

      "I am not perverted." Anton sneered in disgust. "I don't fuck children."

      "Commendable," Fabio mused. "But your brothers are hungry. Keep them in line, son. No one touches the whore. Not your brothers. Not the men. No one."

      "And the bastard?"

      "He can do whatever he wishes with her body. It is his to use however he feels inclined," Fabio replied with a shrug. "He can hold her hand like a pussy bitch or fuck her with his cock. Take her like a dog, or make sweet love. It does not matter to me what he does with the whore as long as he stays in line."

      "Will she still have an initiation?" Anton asked, sounding deep in thought. "The code says that any whore chosen to bear our children must be claimed through the initiation ritual. He will not permit such a thing. He will consider it a crime and an insult. You saw how he behaved at the initiation for Yana last week. He was out of his mind with disbelief and rage. He was murderous."

      "You are right, my son. There will come a time when the heiress whore has to be initiated into the family or whored out," Fabio agreed thoughtfully. "However, I will give him an extended grace period."

      "How long?"

      "I will give him until she turns eighteen." With a nod of his head, he said, "She will be initiated on her eighteenth birthday. It is up to him if he wishes to proceed before then. He can fuck her tonight for all I care, but he will yield to me and she is the key to his submission."

      Anton's brows shot up. "You value him so highly?"

      "She is his prize," Fabio replied. "And he is mine."

      "And the priest?" Anton pushed. "You're going to permit the visits?"

      "I am," Fabio replied with a devious smile.

      "You have a plan," Anton noted, eyeing his father warily. "You know something, don’t you?"

      "It is my job to know all things. You need not concern yourself with fears of betrayal or rebellion. I am always ten steps ahead," Fabio chuckled, draping an arm around Anton's shoulders. "Now, come, son, let's find some whores to sink into. All this talk of the heiress is making me hungry…"

      

      Pain seared through me, attacking my senses and making it hard to breathe, and I desperately tried to keep a hold of my nerve.

      I cried out when I felt Trigger push his thumb inside my tight hole. Pushing inside me, he roughly pulled back out before forcing his thumb in my virgin ass once more.

      Don’t be sad, Ashton.

      This is what you wanted, remember?

      You begged him to contest.

      You won.

      You fucking won.

      Now make the bastard prince pay for his betrayal!

      "Well," I heard Fabio muse and the sound of flesh stroking flesh filled my ears. "The boy has some of me inside him after all."

      "Free her, brother," Trig commanded, never breaking his punishing thrusts. "Untie her hands, Jethro, and watch me break your whore in half."

      He had lost his mind.

      His voice didn’t sound like it belonged to him anymore.

      Possessed by the devil of power, and consumed by all seven of the deadly sins, Trig roughly took my body for his own.

      Jet paled. "Trigger –"

      "Do you want her holes?" he snarled, thrusting harder. "What are you going to do for her with that wilted stump." A harsh laugh tore from his chest. "You bet on the wrong brother, puta."

      Fisting my hair, he dragged me back to him so hard that pain shot through my bound wrists.

      "Look at my brother," he ordered. "He can't even harden for you. He cannot get aroused for the pussy of a whore!" Releasing my hair, he cupped the back of my neck and slammed my face down on the mattress, holding me captive. "Aplastaré tu coño, corderito!"

      I felt like everything south of my navel was on fire and I needed to scream. Biting down so hard on my lip that I tasted my own blood, I smothered my sobs, knowing full well that such weakness would only encourage the others to take a turn.

      Trigger continued to fuck me like he was a dog and I was his bitch in heat.

      It was degrading.

      It was sickeningly thrilling because even though he was taking my innocence, I, in turn, was taking something of much greater importance.

      His freedom.

      Fuck you, Trigger Laperro, I mentally hissed over and over as he continued to impale and stretch my tight opening.

      I was too small for him.

      The pain I was suffering assured me of that.

      Te romperé de nuevo, bastardo.

      Manic notions of revenge floated around in my mind, twisted visions of blood and fire, that ignited further with every cruel word that spilled from his snarling lips.

      "Keep crying and he'll bleed you dry," Jet whispered in my ear, sounding panicked, as he leaned close and wiped the traitorous tears that were sliding down my cheeks. "It'll be over soon." Taking my chin in between his soft fingers, he pressed a kiss to my lips. It was a kiss that only seemed to infuriate his brother further.

      "Take your mouth off of her!" Trig roared, fingers digging roughly into my body. "Or you will die at my hands, príncipe bebé."

      Nervous, Jethro quickly stepped away from me, once again abandoning me for his brother to take.

      And this was the man supposed to claim you, Ashton.

      I shuddered and recoiled when one of Fabio's heavies, Solo, stepped forward next and pulled his cock free from his pants.

      Another man to contest.

      Terrified, I watched as he stroked himself off right in front of my face, pressing the glistening crown to my lips.

      Panicked, I quickly turned my face back to Jethro, unable to suppress the whimper that tore from my throat.

      Of course, Jet was growing thick again, the sight of the man's cock arousing him to no end.

      He had Solo's cock before.

      Many times.

      While I had watched.

      While I had covered for him.

      Traitor.

      "Do not even think about it," Trigger warned when both Jet and Solo reached for me. "I want to hear her screams when she comes on my cock." Trig slammed into me harder just to make a point. "When I fill her with my seed."

      Solo narrowed his eyes. "She's fair game. You know the code –"

      "I will skin your sons alive and feed their bones to their mothers if you put a finger on my woman," Trig threatened menacingly. "I will take your daughters and bathe in their blood and innocence. As for your whores? I will carve them to the bone and make blankets of their flesh. And I will keep you alive long enough to watch."

      There he is, Ashton.

      There's your Trig.

      There's your dark prince.

      Tú eres mi rey y yo soy tu reina...

      "And you," Trig continued, still fucking me raw, directing his words at his brother now. "Put your cock near her mouth again, little brother, and I will cut it off you and ram it up your asshole."

      "Such passion," Fabio chuckled from a distance. "Such promises."

      "Trigger," Jet strangled out, looking frightened. "You're a madman."

      "We are all madmen, hermano," Trig countered with a snarl. "It's a prerequisite of the code."

      "But father promised her to me," Jet began to argue, once again betraying me in my time of need like I knew he would. Weak boy. "She's mine –"

      "You had your turn," Trig snarled, cutting him off. "I contested." He slammed harder into me. "You were weak and underwhelming." A gasp tore from my throat. "I win this round, brother."

      "She has three holes," Soto muttered sullenly. "The code says –"

      "Three holes that I will fill with Laperro seed," Trig shot back, not missing a beat – or a thrust. "Now step back, camarado, or I will follow through with my gift to you."

      "Such honesty," Fabio interjected with a heavy sigh. "Step back, Solo. Jethro, you lost. It's his show now."

      "But father –"

      "You both had a chance to break her in," his father countered hotly. "It was a fair match and you failed. Consider yourself lucky that I didn’t allow him to truly contest you, because you would be dead, son. That is as far as my mercy extends. Now your brother will finish her as he wishes." He looked to Trigger. "Alone?"

      "Alone," Trig confirmed hungrily, tightening his hold on me.

      Jet's face reddened. "But, she's mine –"

      "Enough!" Fabio commanded with a roar. "She was yours to claim and you came like a teenage boy down her throat when her pussy was yours for the taking." Fabio sneered in disgust. "Your brother did not make such a boyish blunder. You disappoint me, Jethro." Narrowing his eyes, he growled, "Your brother, for once, does not."

      "Don't worry, baby prince," Trig taunted, still moving inside of me. "I will gladly give her back to you once I am done." He hissed out a sharp breath, grunting when he speared me harder. "But I may be a while."

      Disgusted with the jolt of pleasure that ricocheted through my body, I smothered a moan, refusing to allow my body to coax my mind into sexual submission.

      I knew what was coming next.

      The pain was arousing me and I loathed myself when my eyes rolled back in my head as a confusing fire of pain and lust spread inside of me.

      The harder he fucked me, the brighter the fire burned until I was consumed in the feel of him.

      In his anger.

      In his heat.

      In his pain.

      In his dominance.

      In the guttural snarls that tore from his chest and the sound of his balls slapping against my pussy.

      Drowning in depravity and trembling from head to toe, I moaned loudly, too lost in sensation to care. "Oh god, Trig…"

      "Oh, yes, my corderito," Trig half purred-half snarled in that thick Spanish drawl of his, pounding me harder. "You cannot help yourself, can you?" Wrapping my ponytail around his large fist, he yanked hard, snapping my head back. "You are soaking my cock with your need," he snarled in my ear. "My brother's whore is so wet for her rey."

      No, Trig, that's my virginity you can feel.

      The hand he was using to play with my ass moved to my throat. "Do you want my cock, corderito?" Never breaking his rhythm of fucking my pussy, he shifted onto the bed and knelt behind me, his chest to my back. "Hmm?" Reaching in front of me, he swiftly freed my hands from their binds. "How do you like to be taken?"

      Kneeling behind me with my thighs spread over his, Trig wrapped a heavily inked arm around my stomach and dragged me down on his lap, thrusting deep inside me.

      "Does he fuck you like this?" His fingers pressed into my throat. "Does he touch your womb with his cock like I do?" His lips moved to my shoulder. "My womb."

      Rocking me on top of him, his thrusts switched from violent to sensual and I arched my back, seeking more from this monster.

      "More?" he purred in my ear.

      Delirious from sensation, I sagged against his big body and nodded, breathless.

      "My little lamb," he coaxed, tongue trailing up my neck. "My dirty, little lamb all sullied and impure." Tutting softly, he bit down on my shoulder. "Bad girl."

      "Trig," I moaned, reaching up to clutch his forearm. Trembling violently, I glanced around the room at the men masturbating to us. "Oh, god, Trig, please, oh god –"

      "God does not answer the prayers of whores," he growled, shifting his hips and pushing in deeper. "Your fate is with the devil now."

      The hand he had on my belly moved to cup my breast, his fingers tweaking my nipple teasingly, his earlier force long forgotten.

      "Take me into your body, mi puta reina." Tugging on my earlobe with his teeth, he slowly trailed his hand from my throat down my stomach, not stopping until he reached my pussy. "Greedy little coño." He growled his approval, suckling and nipping my throat. "So wet and ripe."

      "Take her ass," Solo grunted, not bothering to hide his arousal as he pulled on his shaft mere feet from the bed. "Finish this and rip the bitch open."

      A choked gasp tore from my chest at his request and I let my head fall against Trig's shoulder, too consumed in sensation to feel the fear I needed to. "Please..."

      "Would you like that, corderito?" Trig asked, his voice taking on a soft, drugging lilt, as he thumbed my clit and rocked into me. "Would you like me to finish you?"

      Moaning, I writhed on his lap, both shaking and nodding my head.

      "So indecisive," he chuckled and then groaned when he pushed deeper inside me. "I can make it good for you." Reaching up, he cupped my jaw in his hand and tilted my face sideways to face him. "Or painful." Leaning in, he pressed his full lips to mine and desire erupted inside of me. "Or you can have my brother in your asshole." Trailing his tongue over my bottom lip, he dragged it into his mouth and sank his teeth. "Your choice, corderito."

      "You," I strangled out without an ounce of hesitation, chest heaving. "I want you."

      "Me?" His tone was derisive and mocking now as he clutched my jaw, dark eyes feral, wild, and locked on mine. "How quick you are to jump ships, my little puta traidora." He kissed my lips again, softer this time, entangling his tongue with mine in a kiss so heady I felt it down to my bones. "Was he a disappointment the last time you let him have you?" he asked softly, menacingly, as he tore his lips away, denying me once more. "Hmm?" Trailing his thumb over my chin, he dropped his hand to my breast. "Did he not satisfy your hungry little coño?"

      I shook my head in honesty. "No, Trig," I breathed, panting and rocking my back against his chest. "Only you."

      "Only me," he mimicked, lip curling up in disgust. "Pity you did not remember me when you let them fuck you."

      A guttural male groan came from close by and I turned my head to see another one of Fabio's men ejaculating.

      "You make all these men come, puta," Trig purred as he reached a hand between us and cupped the back of my neck. Pushing me onto my hands and knees before him, Trigger pulled out of me, hands moving to part my cheeks. "Now, make your –"

      His words broke off and his hands left my body.

      "What is this?" he hissed then, voice strained, hand moving to my pussy. "You bleed?" he demanded when I didn’t respond. Grabbing my hair, he dragged me back to his chest and thrust his blood covered fingers in front of my face. "Your period?"

      "No," I breathed, panting.

      "You lie," he snarled and I could feel his body shaking against mine. "More of your games." He yanked on my hair. "More of your mind fucking."

      "No games," I whispered, panicked and aroused. "I promise."

      "The promise of a whore!" he strangled out, body rigid. "No more lies, corderito. I cannot take it. I will explode!"

      "She's not a whore," Jethro interjected with a grimace as he tucked himself away. "At least, she wasn’t until you violated her."

      "Hijo de puta!" Trig roared, jerking away from my body like I had scalded him. "No puedo creer esto!" Resorting entirely to his mother tongue, he charged his brother, pinning Jethro to the wall. "Me dejaste follarla como una puta!"

      His words were coming so fast as he repeatedly slammed Jethro to the wall that I couldn't make sense of what he was saying.

      Shivering, I remained exactly where I was, watching his meltdown.

      "La lastimé," Trig choked out, sounding pained. "Me dejaste lastimarla!"

      "Enough, Trigger," their father announced with a throaty laugh. Instantly, his heavies were on sight to pull Trig away from his brother. "Finish the initiation and claim your whore or I'll offer her up to my men."

      Furious, Trigger swung his frantic gaze on his father. "You cannot be serious!"

      "Oh, I am," his father replied, holding out a knife for his son to take. "If you want the bitch, she's yours. However, I doubt she'll be as devoted to you and your noble cause as she once was." Smirking cruelly, he added, "Since you behaved so unfavorably towards your precious, little reina."

      I saw the moment awareness dawned on Trigger.

      I saw the betrayal in his eyes as he finally put the pieces of the jigsaw together in his mind.

      His gaze swung to me, guilt and uncertainty shining out of him. "Corderito?"

      I offered him no comfort in return.

      It wasn’t okay.

      What he did to me that night and this night would never be okay.

      Therefore, I remained like a statue on the bed, waiting for this to be over.

      "Finish this," Fabio repeated sternly.

      "I will not," Trig declared hoarsely, swinging his gaze back to his father. "No more."

      "Finish it, my bastard boy, or I will," Fabio seethed. "Take her third hole, share your blood with her, and she's all yours. Deny her again, and I will personally fuck her until all that's left of her is your memories."

      Releasing a strangled snarl, Trig ran his hands through his hair. "Bastardo!"

      Glancing down at his naked form, he groaned loudly, seeing the blood now.

      Seeing the truth.

      "You fucked me over," he accused, voice thick with emotion. "You tricked me."

      "You were getting notions," his father mused. "You and your little whore queen. Thinking you could take on my world. Thinking she was worth more than a hole. Women are not equal to us, son, and yet, you treated that whore like she was above your own family. Above your father! What kind of message does that send out? Fabio Crellid's boy, pussy-whipped and in love. A fucking woman pulling his strings –" He paused to spit in disgust. "Shameful. And you flew high with the heiress whore by your side. You were strong. Challenging. Two powerful family names combined. A threat I eliminated. Now, she hates you, Trigger. You defiled her body like she was a piece of meat to take. You savaged her. You butchered her. You insulted her integrity. You pissed on your so-called eternal love. She will never look at you as she once did. You saw to that tonight." He laughed cruelly. "And now you are finally aware of where you rank in my world, bastard. Now, you understand that I can and will take her from you if you think of falling out of line again." He laughed cruelly. "She was your little doll, Trigger. She worshipped the ground you walked on. She would never betray her bastard prince. She was faithful to a fault. And you abandoned her so easily. You never looked back. Never checked. Never cared. You left your little lamb to fend for herself."

      "Because you lied!" Trigger roared back, chest heaving. "You all lied!" He turned to Jethro. "You betrayed me, brother."

      "No," Jethro countered shakily. "I never betrayed you, brother, but you betrayed her. I saved her when you refused to!"

      "Ashton," Trig choked out, moving for me now. "Corderito, I didn’t know."

      "Just finish it, Trig," was all I replied, broken, as I moved into position for him. "I'm tired."

      "Stop!" Another pained growl tore from his chest and he backed away. "Get up, Ashton. Do not –"

      "Do it," I bit out, blinking back my tears. "Don’t fail me again."

      He visibly flinched from my words and I was glad.

      The truth hurts, doesn’t it, mi rey?

      "I won't hurt you," he promised, moving for the bed. "Never again, corderito."

      "I don’t care," I whispered wearily. "Just get it over with."

      "I will break her, son," Fabio warned, smirking. "You have one minute to finish this or I will crush your queen."

      "Fuck you!" Trig snarled back.

      "No, son," his father laughed. "Fuck her. And be quick about it. My patience is wearing thin."

      Trembling, Trig moved into position behind me, hands trailing almost reverently down my back as he gently positioned our bodies together, his gentle touch a stark contrast to his earlier brutality.

      Sliding a hand between our bodies, he smeared my hole and then groaned in what sounded like genuine agony when he guided his thick crown inside my ass.

      Wincing, I cried out and gripped the mattress, feeling more than just my body break. "Corderito," he whispered brokenly when he was fully inside me. Exhaling a ragged breath, he dropped his head to rest on my back. "Perdóname."

      Forgive me.

      Not moving an inch, he traced my spine with his finger, big body bowed over mine, as he whispered, "Perdóname," over and over again, pressing soft kisses to my flesh before slowly pulling out of me.

      "Now, finish the initiation," his father instructed. "Bleed together. Her first and then you."

      "Te haré sufrir por esto," Trig hissed, glaring at his father before shifting on the mattress to face me. "I will fix this."

      Not bothering to respond, I took the knife his father held out to me and opened my mouth. Knowing what had to be done next and knowing I didn’t have a choice in this, I forced my mind to go blank.

      In one swift movement, I guided the blade down my tongue, ignoring the metallic taste of copper, before holding the knife out for Trig to take.

      Keeping his dark eyes on mine, he slowly raised the knife and drew a matching line down his tongue before tossing the knife away.

      I watched as a red line appeared on his tongue, mirroring the line of blood on mine.

      "Now," his father ordered. "Do it now, my bastard prince. Claim your whore."

      Like a wild animal, cornered and wounded, Trigger Laperro released a pained snarl and dragged my face to his. "Te vengaré, mi reina."

      I will avenge you, my queen…

      "I swear it," he vowed, and then he thrust his tongue into my mouth, sealing our fates. Binding our souls together in this twisted world of corruption and pain.
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      "Hola, Trigger Laperro," I announced, lowering myself onto the step beside him, proud of myself for memorizing the words I had been practicing. "Mi nombre es Ashton," I added, setting my dictionary down on the dusty step, keeping the page with all my notes open.

      I wasn’t supposed to be out here, but the moment I spotted him from my bedroom window, I'd thrown caution to the wind and hurried outside.

      I hadn't even thought twice about it.

      I needed to be near him.

      I was dangerously intrigued by this wild and feral boy.

      Tensing, Trigger cast a quick glance in my direction before loosely hooking his tanned arms around his knees and turning back to glower at the door of the building on the other side of the courtyard.

      He'd been locked away in the underground cages for the past twenty-three days. Ever since he dismembered his brother and placed that dagger into my hands. When the doctors were unable to save Vasily, I presumed Trigger’s punishment intensified.

      He had missed Vasily's funeral – and several meals by the look of his much leaner frame. His face was barely recognizable, so bloodied and beaten, matching the rest of him. He was sitting under the heat of the midday sun in nothing but a pair of black shorts. His feet were bare, the soles filthy and blood encrusted. His chest, back, arms, and neck were all heavily marked and scarred from the abuse he had been subjected to at the hands of his father's thugs.

      "Hola," he finally replied in that deep voice of his. "Ashton."

      My belly did flip-flops when he said my name like that.

      Not Ashton, but Ash-teen.

      Shivering, I mirrored his actions and hugged my knees. "You saved me, Trigger Laperro." He glanced at me, watching me with dark, curious eyes as I spoke. "From your brothers," I added. "I'm in your debt." He turned back to stare at the door and I continued to speak. "I heard them talking. I'm to be yours."

      Mesmerized by his strange ways – and by the sheer lack of interest he seemed to have in hurting me – I watched him carefully.

      "I think I'm okay with that?" I let my shoulders shrug. "I think I'm going to be okay with you."

      Turning back to me, he stared hard at my face for the longest moment before blowing out a breath and shaking his head. "No comprendo."

      "I know you can't understand me, and that's okay," I replied, keeping my eyes on his. "Because I think I understand you anyway."

      Another deep frown creased his forehead. "Ashton."

      My heart flip-flopped again.

      He turned away, eyes retrained on the door once more.

      More than just curious about him, my eyes took in every inch of the bastard, from his shaggy black hair to the tips of his bloodied toes. I couldn’t seem to help myself. He was very beautiful for a boy.

      Shifting closer, I leaned in close and inhaled the smell of him.

      Different, I noted.

      Real.

      Human.

      Trigger didn’t look at me in return even though I could tell that he knew I was staring. He just continued to watch the door, knuckles turning white from the force he was using to clasp his knees.

      "You're so sad," I whispered, flicking my gaze to my notes, but not finding the sentence I needed in Spanish. "So lonely." Sighing wistfully, I longed to reach over and cover his dirty hand with mine and comfort him. "Just like me."

      "No hablo inglés," he replied, flicking his dark eyes to mine for the briefest of moments before turning his attention back to the door. "¿Estás atrapado aquí como yo?"

      "Are you trapped here like me?" I whispered, more to myself than him, knowing he couldn’t understand me. "Are you a prisoner, too?"

      "Mi madre esta detras de esa puerta," he replied in his own language, voice deep, tone thick with emotion, as he nodded towards the door. "Eran despiadados."

      I looked to the door and then turned back him, seeing tears in his dark eyes.

      My breath hitched in my throat and he didn’t look away, showing me his heartbreak.

      I didn’t have the words to communicate with him, but that didn’t stop me from reaching up and brushing the lone tear that was trickling down his cheek away.

      "Shh," I whispered, shifting closer so that our legs were brushing. "Shh."

      Sniffling, he leaned his cheek into my palm and whispered, "Quiero a mi mamá."

      "You mother?" I squeezed out, unsure of what he was trying to tell me. "Your mamá?"

      He nodded slowly.

      "What about her?"

      Silence.

      "Trigger?"

      Another frustrated frown.

      "Don’t be sad." Pulling myself onto my knees, I shuffled closer and pressed a tentative kiss to his dirty cheek. "I'll be your partner if you'll be mine." Keeping my hand on his cheek, I closed my eyes and whispered, "I'll save you if you save me?"

      "No deberías estar aquí con estos monstruos," he said, nuzzling his jaw into my touch. "Ellos tomarán todo lo que es puro de ti." Pulling back to look at me, he whispered, "te mantendré seguro…"

      

      Trigger's blood was in my mouth, mixing with mine, as our tongues dueled violently. This was a sick sort of pleasure and I felt my body betray the warning signs my brain was sending out.

      "Now, fill her with your seed," his father commanded from somewhere in the room. "Give her an heir to grow and give me a grandson to rule."

      Falling onto my back with Trigger's big body landing heavily on mine, I let my legs fall open and whimpered into his mouth when I felt his thick cock nudging against my pussy lips.

      Unlike earlier, Trigger's hands remained on my face when he pushed inside of me, cupping my cheeks as he sucked on my tongue, drinking my blood into his body, as he slowly rocked into me.

      Fuck this iniquitous code.

      Everything about this man was too big for me. He was too tall, too strong, too animalistic, too fucking dangerous.

      And now?

      Now, I belonged to him.

      I was his.

      To do whatever he wished with me.

      "Aplastaré tu coño, corderito..."

      His earlier threat floated into my mind and my blood ran cold in an instant.

      You're in trouble, Ashton.

      Don’t trust his kisses.

      He's not the same man.

      The Trig you knew would never harm you, no matter how angry he was.

      And now your body belongs to him.

      Stiffening beneath his powerful body, I remained motionless to his gentle onslaught. He was cradling my face lovingly, kissing me like he used to before he labeled me a puta traidora, and I was too numb to feel any of it.

      He was attempting to be gentle; he was trying so hard not to hurt me with shallow, lovemaking thrusts, and it hurt my heart fiercely.

      This was what you wanted, Ashton, my heart ferociously defended his actions, trying to coax silly nonsense into me. He finally claimed you. And now, he'll get you out of this world like he always promised he would.

      He will save you.

      You know this.

      Don’t give up now.

      You are so close to escaping this world.

      It didn’t matter.

      None of it mattered.

      Having him claim me gave me no comfort now.

      Knowing that he was finally aware of my innocence meant nothing to me because I had always been innocent of the crimes they accused me of.

      His kisses gave me no comfort because he had used his body to punish me, torture me, and undoubtedly scar me from the inside out.

      Claiming me was pointless, I realized dejectedly, because my mind hated him and my hate trumped all notions of the love that my heart still sang.

      My love was dead.

      It was smeared on his cock.

      It had been ripped away from me by the man I had once loved most but had now turned into the monster I feared most.

      Worse, the men surrounding us had applauded him for doing it.

      You would have been better off with Jet.

      Or dead.

      Silly little lamb…

      "Corderito," Trig whispered against my lips, desperately trying to coax my lips to move with his.

      He would have to take what he wanted from here on out because I would not reciprocate.

      My pride forbade it.

      "Perdóname, mi reina," he breathed, cupping my tear-stained cheek with his large hand and pressing his brow to mine. "Perdona mi crueldad."

      Forgive me, my queen…Forgive my cruelty…

      Shuddering above me, his eyelids fluttered shut and he pressed another kiss to my bloodied lips as he came hard, emptying his hot seed deep inside of me. "Porque nunca me perdonare."

      Because I will never forgive myself…

      "You seem to have broken your whore, Trigger," Fabio laughed and several of the men joined in. "How unfortunate for you."

      "Tomaré tu vida por esto, drenaré tu cuerpo de sangre y sonreíré sobre tu cadáver sin vida! Arderás en el infierno por esto, padre," Trig snarled, body trembling above me. "Tomaré tu mundo y se lo daré a una mujer. Ella se levantará conmigo. Ningún hombre estará por encima de ella. Y luego haré el amor con mi reina sobre tu tumba, mientras tú te pudres con los gusanos debajo de nosotros. Esta es mi promesa para ti." He pressed one last soft kiss on my lips, smoothed a trembling hand over my cheek, wiping away my tears, before slowly pulling out and rolling back on his knees. "Soy indigno, corderito."

      "You are in America, bastard!" his father growled, clearly agitated with his son for speaking in a language he couldn't interpret. "Not back in the slums with your whore mother. Remember this when you speak to me."

      Fabio might not have been able to translate the words his son had just spoken, but I could, and they chilled me to the bone…

      "You will burn in hell for this, father. I will take your life, drain your body of blood, and smile down at your lifeless corpse. I will take your world and give it to a woman. She will rise with me. No man will be above her. And then I will make love to my queen on top of your grave, while you rot in the ground with the worms. That is my promise to you…"

      "I was making you a promise, padre," Trig said in a deathly calm tone, eyes locked on his father. "Would you like a preview?"

      Not waiting for Fabio to respond, Trigger climbed off the bed and snatched up the knife.

      I held my breath and watched in horror as Trig skillfully flipped the knife in his hand before letting it fly through the air.

      Tony, the heavy standing directly next to Fabio, dropped to his knees with the sharp end of the knife embedded in his chest.

      He gasped for air and clawed at his chest for several moments before collapsing face down on the carpet with a choked breath.

      "You missed," Fabio taunted, holding out his hand to stop Paulie, his righthand man, from pulling his gun.

      No one checked on Tony.

      No one batted an eyelid.

      He was dead and it didn’t matter to them.

      Collateral damage.

      Replaceable.

      "Your skills with a blade are not what they once were, son."

      "I said this was a preview," Trig replied darkly, not batting an eyelid at the man whose life he had just taken, as he reached for his pants. "Not the main event." Keeping his eyes locked on his father, he stepped into his black suit pants and dragged them up his tattooed thighs, leaving the suspender straps dangling at his waist. "That will come when you least expect it," Trig added, tucking himself in and adjusting his fly. "I have mucho patience, padre –" Pausing he reached for the familiar double strapped leather holster and quickly slipped it on his bare back. My gaze immediately honed in on the matching pistols nestled on either side of his toned stomach and a trickle of fear ran down my spine. "Your time will come."

      "Jethro, you could use some of your brother's balls," Fabio laughed, clearly delighted with his son's demonic show of brutality. "This is an impressive display of pride."

      "It is not my pride that will end your life, old man," Trigger snarled, accent thickening, as he visibly shook with rage. "It will be my hunger for vengeance." His hand lingered precariously close to his left holster, fingers twitching with frustration. "And I must warn you that I am famished."

      "Such a passionate display of emotion," his father taunted with a grin. "And all for a whore." Tutting, he shook his head. "Ah, my son, you will learn."

      "Sí," Trig replied, pointing a finger at his father. "I will learn, and you will die." Reaching down, he grabbed his shirt off the floor and moved for me, shirt in hand. "Ashton," he said, voice taking on a much gentler rasp. "Come with me –" His words broke off when I flinched away from his touch.

      Unable to stop myself, I scrambled backwards when he reached for me again.

      "Corderito," he whispered brokenly, his pained brown eyes locked on mine. "Please."

      I couldn’t.

      I could not get my body to go to him.

      Trigger's shoulders sagged and he bowed his head, releasing his shirt to fall on the mattress beside me.

      "This is priceless!" Fabio and his men erupted into laughter. "You frighten her, son," he mocked. "She fears you."

      "Fuck you!" he snarled back, casting a menacing glare over his shoulder. "Taunt me and your life will end earlier than anticipated." Turning back to face me, he held out a hand for me to take. "Please, corderito. I will not hurt you."

      Shivering violently, I tried to reach for his hand, but I couldn’t get my limbs to unlock from their coiled-up state.

      My body was in so much pain that I was quite certain that I was in some state of delayed shock.

      Numb.

      Empty.

      Defiled.

      Void.

      Terrified.

      In hate-love with a monster.

      "Take your whore and leave," Fabio chuckled, amused by our floorshow. "Fill her up with your seed and put a baby in her belly – if you haven't already. Fuck the mommy-issues out of your body. Her tight cunt should distract you from your so-called hunger."

      "Shut your mouth!" Trigger barked, running a hand through his hair. "Do not speak about her like that."

      "Why not? Did we not all watch you fuck her like a brood mare just minutes ago?"

      A pained snarl tore from Trigger's throat. "You are diabólico."

      "And you are ungrateful," Fabio countered, thoroughly enjoying his son's misfortune. "You finally have what you've always wanted, son. You own her. Ashton Northwood is all yours. No other man can touch her – not without your blessing. She is sullied only to you," he continued. "Isn't that what you've always wanted? To keep her all to yourself? Your little mi reina. To fill her up with your seed and swell her belly? I gave that gift to you, Trigger. It was my good will that permitted you to contest and claim your little lamb back from Jethro, and yet, instead of being grateful to your papi for such a prize, you are acting like a wounded boy."

      "Because you tricked me!" Trig strangled out, chest heaving. "You made me –"

      "Rape her?" Fabio goaded with an evil sneer.

      "No!" Trig flinched. "I did not mean to –"

      "You meant it," Fabio pressed, laughing. "Your misplaced fury had you blinded, my boy, and you reacted on primal instinct. You were an animal. You made her suffer. You made your father proud. Now, be a man and admit it."

      "Father," Jethro interjected, edging closer to me. "This isn't –"

      "Silence, Jethro," Fabio commanded.

      Ignoring his father, Trig swung around to face me, jaw clenched. "I am leaving." His chest was heaving as he desperately tried to keep his temper in check. "I have to – but I will not force you to come with me if that is not what you want."

      Trembling, I opened my mouth to say something, anything, but nothing came out.

      Something dark flashed in his eyes and he nodded stiffly. "I understand."

      Without saying another word, Trigger stalked out of the room, leaving a trail of blood and destruction behind him.

      "Well, well, well," Fabio mused, sounding slightly disappointed. "I expected more of a dramatic exit." He turned to Paulie and smirked. "You remember his mother; she was a handful, too – that's where he gets all that unrestrained passion from." He sighed loudly. "It makes for great sport, but it will get him killed sooner than necessary."

      Still riveted to the mattress, I shivered violently as Jethro closed the space between us and gently draped his brother's white shirt over my shoulders, shielding my breasts from view.

      "Don’t cry, Ash," he whispered, wiping a tear from my cheek with his forefinger.

      I wasn't aware that I was crying.

      Nothing seemed to be working right.

      "It's over now."

      "You best take her somewhere safe, since your brother has once again abandoned her," Fabio announced. "My men and I are hungry sharks and we can smell fresh blood." His lust-filled eyes traveled over my body and he licked his lips. "I do not wish to break the code of my ancestors, but I only have so much willpower, and I can smell her pussy from here." He stroked his whiskered chin. "She smells mouthwatering."

      A pained noise tore from my chest and Jet quickly helped me off the bed, forcing my body to move.

      Feeling weak and lightheaded, I wobbled on my feet and sagged against Jet's lean frame, physically unable to take my own weight.

      Shivering when he wrapped an arm around me, I forced my body to relax and let him guide me to the door.

      "Where should I take her?" Jet asked, stopping in the doorway to look at his father. "To his quarters?"

      "She is his now," Fabio agreed with a bored sigh. "Drop his whore at his door and be done with her."

      "I, uh –" Swallowing deeply, Jet looked down at my naked form and paled. Jaw slack, he turned back to his father and said, "I think she needs a doctor, father."

      "A doctor for a whore? You must be joking." His father laughed. "She will bleed out on the floor before I waste resources or risk my privacy for a woman."

      "There's a lot of blood," Jet pushed. "Too much." He squirmed in discomfort. "Down there."

      "Down there?" Fabio laughed.  "Call it a pussy, son. And don’t fret; she is not the first whore to take a hard fuck. She'll heal."

      "But she might need –"

      "She is not your problem," Fabio cut him off by saying. Shaking his head, he sneered, "You are too soft-hearted, son. It will be your downfall."

      "She's my friend," Jet bit out, shifting me closer to him. Bracing my weight against him, I dragged in quick, shallow breaths. "She is Royce's daughter. Surely, she deserves better than this, father? She's been here since she was a little girl."

      "You weren't thinking about what your friend deserved when you were choking her with your cock," Fabio countered cruelly. "I upheld my side of the bargain to her father. I promised to raise her clean and give her to my most deserving son." He narrowed his eyes. "That was supposed to be you."

      "I know." Jet bowed his head, absorbing the shame his father was forcing him to feel. "I failed you."

      "Yes, you did," Fabio agreed coldly. "Now, get her out of my sight before I have a change of heart." He waved us off with another dismissive flick of his wrist. "Oh, and Jethro? If I find out that you have taken her off this property to seek medical attention, if I find out that you have brought any kind of attention to me, I will personally see to it that you both die roaring."
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      Eight months had passed since my arrival at the Crellid estate and life was different here.

      I was different here.

      Lonely.

      The Crellid mansion was a scary place for a girl to live and I was homesick.

      Not for my father. I was too mad at him for dying to feel anything else. I desperately missed Peter, my bird, and my tutor, Miss Charlotte.

      There were no girls my age to play with here, and the older girls that slept in the cages underground were always busy.

      Not that it mattered.

      They weren't allowed to speak to me.

      The Crellid children never spoke to me, either. The girls were like zombies and the boys frightened me. They were always trying to touch parts of my body that shouldn’t interest them.

      Mrs. Solo, my tutor at the Crellids, told me that I should be happy Fabio's older boys wanted to touch and grope me. She encouraged me to focus my attention on Jethro, one of the youngest boys with the sweet smile, but I had already picked my favorite.

      The Spanish one.

      I didn’t care about his last name, or that he was a bastard. I didn’t care that Fabio had promised me to him without my permission, and I didn’t even care that he didn’t speak the same language as me.

      He was big and dark and pretty, and he never tried to touch my private parts.

      He was my absolute favorite person at the Crellids.

      Maybe in the world.

      "I want to fuck this," Trigger growled, breaking through my thoughts, as he threw his hands up in frustration and kicked the book away.

      We were camped out in my bedroom and he was scowling at the floor.

      As per usual, he was frustrated and spitting mad.

      "It is pointing!" he barked, shaking his head angrily.

      "Pointless," I corrected quietly, burying my smile at his outburst.

      From watching his interactions with his half-siblings, I knew the very last thing I should be doing was laughing at him.

      He turned mean and used his fists all the time.

      His siblings were scared of him.

      So was Miss Solo.

      Not me.

      "Pointing is something you do with your finger. See –" Giggling, I wiggled my index finger in front of his face. "Pointing."

      "You ha-ha-ha," he accused, giving me a look of outrage. "On me?"

      "It's at you, not on you, and I'm not laughing," I lied, sidling closer until our shoulders were touching.

      He was thirteen, but he looked like a man. He was just so big. And his smell? It was so yummy. I always wanted to move closer to him.

      "I promise," I added. "And you are doing so well, Trig. Honestly. Your English is getting better every day."

      "I want to fuck this." Another burst of Spanish escaped him and he dropped his head in his hands. "I want to fuck this…fucking fuck!"

      "Well –" I grinned and patted his big shoulder. "You seem to have the swear words locked down."

      "Ah…swear word?" Brows furrowed, he turned to look at me. "I do not…uh…know that swear word?"

      "Fuck," I explain, blushing. "Fuck is a swear word."

      "Fuck," he repeated slowly, dark brown eyes lock on mine. "You fuck, or no?"

      "I don’t know what you mean," I laughed and then quickly blushed, unable to take the heat that emanated from those big brown eyes.

      "Eres un, corderito," he said then, giving me a curious look. "Riéndose de un lobo."

      "Are you making fun of me?" I whispered, edging closer to the huge boy with the golden skin. "Are you calling me mean names, Trigger?"

      "No te preocupes." A hint of a smile ghosted his full lips. "No te morderé, corderito..."

      

      Clenching my eyes shut, I bowed my head and held perfectly still, willing the pain shooting through my body to fade, and my childhood memories of Trigger Laperro to not hurt so damn bad.

      "It's okay, Ash," Jethro told me, letting us inside his older brother's quarters, but I knew that was a lie. "Just wait here, okay?"

      He pushed me into a chair in the foyer and disappeared from sight.

      Several minutes later, the sound of his voice filled my ears and I stiffened.

      "Why the fuck not?" Trigger demanded, appearing from the hallway Jet had disappeared down, freshly showered, and with nothing but a towel around his hips.

      "Because he said not to," Jet strangled out, hurrying after his brother. "I didn’t know what to do."

      "Ashton," Trig said gruffly, and I flinched.

      Stopping several feet from me, he ran a hand through his wet hair and exhaled heavily, clearly noticing my physical reaction to him. "He said that you are still bleeding?"

      "No," the word was barely audible but I managed to squeeze it out. "I don’t think so."

      Another tremor racked through his body as he stood several feet from me, looking utterly helpless. "I will take you to a doctor –"

      "No!" I snapped, tone harder now.

      He frowned. "Corderito, let me take care –"

      "I am not explaining this to anyone," I strangled out, pulse racing at the thought. "I just need to sleep. That's it. That's all I want to do."

      Jet shook his head. "But –"

      "I'm not fucking going!" I screamed, spitting the words at them as my body shook violently.

      Brows furrowed, he offered me a clipped nod. "Are you –" Pausing, he swallowed deeply and turned his hardened stare on Jethro, "Leave, baby prince."

      Jethro did just that.

      Turning on his heels, he quickly left his quarters without another word.

      Traitor.

      "Are you staying?" Trigger asked when the door closed behind Jet. "Here?" His heated gazed locked on mine. "With me?"

      "Doesn’t look like I have much of a choice," I replied wearily, knees bopping. "You claimed me, remember? I'm yours to do whatever you wish with." Sighing heavily, I dragged myself to my feet and tipped my chin up. "However, if it's not too much to ask, I'd appreciate a couple of days to heal before you give me to your men."

      "Don’t," he warned, narrowing his eyes.

      I glared back at him, defiance burning in my eyes. "I'm a whore, remember? A filthy puta traidora."

      He flinched.

      Good.

      Feel some of my pain, Trigger!

      Releasing a furious growl, he stalked towards me and I cowered from him. "Stop it," he choked out hoarsely as swept me into his arms, cradling me to his chest. "I will not hurt you."

      Rigid, I locked my limbs tight, not bothering to resist when he carried me down the hallway and into the master bedroom.

      There was no point in fighting back. Not anymore.

      My life didn’t belong to me.

      It belonged to him.

      Setting me down on the edge of his king-sized bed, Trig pulled the covers back and gestured for me to climb in.

      I didn’t move.

      "Do you want to shower?" he asked then. "Or to bathe?"

      I shook my head.

      "Then lie down."

      I remained frozen to the spot.

      "Corderito, I will not fuck you again," he snapped, flustered. "Not without your consent."

      "You will never have my consent," I strangled out, emotions over spilling now. "You are a –" My voice broke off as a huge sob racked through me. "I h-hate you!"

      "I know," he deadpanned. "Lie down."

      "I said that I hate you!" I screamed, furious with his lack of response. "I hate you, Trigger Laperro! I fucking hate your guts and I wish you never came back!"

      "I know!" he roared back at me, bristling now. "I heard you loud and clear, corderito." Reaching for me, he lifted me into his bed. "Believe me, I know."

      "All of those things you vowed to your father in Spanish tonight," I sniffled, curling up in a ball on his mattress and then scooting far away when he whipped off his towel and climbed in beside me. "About killing him and enjoying knowing that he'll burn in hell?" I glared at the side of his face as he reached for the small lamp and flicked it off, bathing us in darkness. "Well, I made those same vows." A hiccuped sob tore through me. "I'm g-going to k-kill you, Trigger."

      "You cannot kill me, corderito," he replied quietly, turning his back to me. "Ya estoy muerto."
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      "Good job," I praised, unable to wipe the smile from my face. "Buen trabajo, Trigger."

      "I slow," Trigger grumbled, dark eyes locked on mine. "I not read good."

      "No –" Shaking my head, I reached up and cupped his cheek. "You are brillante."

      Offering him another wide smile, I trailed my thumb over his bruised cheekbone.

      "I'm so proud of you." And I was proud of him. I was proud of myself, too. No one else had been willing to teach the boy how to speak in our language.

      We'd both been at the estate for many years now and not a single one of the tutors had made any progress with him.

      Neither had the Crellids, or Fabio's men – no matter how brutally they tried to beat him into submission – or into speaking in English.

      Trigger was viciously hostile and violent to anyone that came within a one-mile radius of him, and he only communicated in Spanish.

      He was relentlessly stubborn and refused to learn or submit to his father's way of life.

      He didn’t refuse me, though.

      No, he always gave me his very best version of himself.

      It was almost like a dirty little secret between us, sneaking into each other's bedrooms and practicing each other's languages.

      I freaking loved it.

      Years of combing through books, practicing Spanish, and sneaking into Fabio's personal library had won out.

      Trigger was finally making progress with not only speaking in English, but the written word, too.

      My heart was soaring at a ridiculous height right now. It excited me deeply to know that we could hold a conversation in both his language and mine.

      If I was to be his one day, I didn’t want there to be a language barrier. I considered these tutoring sessions a solid investment in my future.

      Because I was fully on board with becoming his.

      I wanted this boy to claim me.

      I needed him to.

      Huffing out a breath, Trig tore his gaze off mine and turned his attention back to the book in his hands. "Lit…tle…pig, lit…tle…pig, let me…co…me…in, " he slowly churned the words out and furrowed his brows. "Pig?" He turned back to gape at me. "I read pig?" He made an oinking sound with his nose for emphasis, looking affronted. "Piglet?"

      Giggling, I nodded back at him. "Sí."

      "I want to fuck this," he growled, tossing the book across his bedroom floor. "I am man, corderito. No read piglet book."

      Corderito.

      Little lamb.

      I shivered with pleasure. "You have to learn," I replied, scrambling off his bed to retrieve the storybook. "Don’t be embarrassed, mi lobo."

      "Ashton laugh at her Trig," he grumbled, eyes narrowed. "Ha-ha-ha."

      "I would never laugh at my Trig," I vowed, stifling a laugh.

      Climbing back up beside him, I folded my knees beneath me and flipped the page open, finger hovering over the words.

      Nudging his big shoulder with mine, I resisted the urge to breathe in his scent and whispered, "Try again."

      "I not read piglet," he declared, shoving the book away once more. "Be gone."

      "Now you're just being a brat," I huffed, folding my arms across my chest. "Bad wolf."

      "Lobo malo?" His brows shot up. "Trig?"

      "Yes, you." Feeling playful, I dove for him, pushing him onto his back. "You're a bad wolf," I laughed, pinning his big arms above his head. "I'm going to teach you a lesson on manners."

      "More Ashton lessons?" he chuckled, allowing me to pin him down, and the way he said my name had my toes curling up. Ash-teen. "I will listen."

      "You don’t throw books," I feign-scolded, climbing onto his lap to straddle his hips. "It's rude and not very gentleman-like."

      "Not safe for corderito," he growled from beneath me, brown eyes blazing with heat. "A wolf will, as you say, gobble up a lamb."

      "Then gobble me up," I dared, leaning my face close to his. "Or I'd settle for a kiss."

      "Bad lamb," he purred, hands moving to clamp down on my hips. "Ashton behave for her king."

      "I wouldn't tell me what to do if I were you," I threatened, tightening my hold on his wrists. "Just give me what I want."

      "And what is it that I can give you?" he teased, smirking up at me. "What does my Ashton want?"

      I blew out a shaky breath. "You."

      He grinned. "Not yet."

      I narrowed my eyes back at him. "Then when?"

      He winked. "Soon."

      "Trig!"

      "Ashton?"

      "I'm done waiting." Tightening my hold on his wrists, I begged, "Go to your father, organize the initiation, claim me, and then we can leave. We can get out, Trig, we can do this. You'll have all my father's fortune. We'll have it all. We won't need Fabio –"

      "You are still child," he told me. "You do not see." His dark eyes burned into mine. "No initiate." He shook his head. "You are a small girl."

      "I am not small," I growled, insulted. "And I'm not a child. I've never been a child!"

      "Young," he corrected gruffly. "And Trig will no do that to his Ashton."

      "I'm of age," I growled. "And concentrate on your words. You can do better."

      He shook his head. "Not the age in real world, corderito."

      "I live in this world," I urged. "And so do you."

      "No." He shook his head again. "I will not touch you like that."

      "Trigger –"

      "Not, as they say, a discussion to be up for," he replied. "Not happening, mami."

      Huffing out a disappointed breath, I released his wrists and folded my arms across my chest, still sitting on him. "You suck."

      "I suck," he mused, hands moving to rest on my thighs. "I be gentleman, no?"

      "Don’t throw my words back at me," I grumbled, feeling thoroughly annoyed. "I'm so pissed off with you right now."

      "Grow the patience, mi reina," he chuckled, not one bit fazed by my anger. "Now –" Clamping his large hands around my waist, he lifted me off his lap and set me down next to him. "It is Ashton turn to learn."

      "My turn?" I questioned, watching him carefully. "Español?"

      A small smile ghosted his full lips. "Not today, corderito."

      A reluctant flurry of excitement burst to life inside of me when I watched Trig climb off the bed and drag the familiar steel case out from beneath it.

      "Come," he ordered, setting the case on his desk and clicking the lid open. "You choose."

      Springing off the bed, I practically bounced over to him, feeling a swell of complicated, over-heated feelings fester inside of me.

      "Really?" I breathed, peering around his big body, gaze locked on the impressive array of weapons. "Me?"

      "Sí," he confirmed gruffly.

      Grabbing my hip, he pulled me closer to stand in front of him.

      "Choose, mi reina," he whispered, breath fanning my cheek, as his big chest brushed against my back. "Ladies, as they say, come first."

      Settling on the pretty, silver dagger, I carefully lifted it up and turned to face him. "I hope you're ready for this, mi rey."

      Trigger grinned down at me. "Do your worst, mi reina."

      Thirty minutes later, I was huffing, puffing, and seriously out of breath.

      "Faster," he commanded, ducking and dodging my attack. "Arms up. Move your feet," he ordered, easily dodging my killer blow. "You fight like a girl."

      "I am a girl," I growled, hunching on the balls of my feet and then pouncing for his throat.

      He knocked me away with one arm and chuckled when my dagger clattered across the floor.

      Landing on my butt with a loud ooof, I narrowed my eyes and glared up at him. "That wasn't the act of a gentleman."

      "You do not live in a world of gentlemen. You are a lamb living in the wolves' den," he replied, leaning close to press a kiss to the tip of my nose. My eyelids fluttered closed at the contact. "You must become the predator and not the prey…"

      

      The moonlight shining through the window illuminated the tattoos etched across his broad, tanned back and I repressed a shiver, pushing my memories aside.

      From the age of ten to seventeen, when he left me, I had consistently stared at Trigger Laperro's back – his whole body, to be exact.

      When I first met him, his skin was mostly ink free, but as the years passed by, the tattoos had slowly accumulated to the point where he was now covered.

      His back.

      His chest.

      His arms.

      His neck.

      His thighs.

      Everywhere…

      Blinking back my tears, I glared at the face of the inked devil staring back at me, the tattoo that covered the scars I knew were hidden underneath, before dropping my gaze to the words written across his lower back.

      De las cenizas de mi odio.

      From the ashes of my hatred, I will be reborn.

      "I wouldn't fall asleep if I were you," I whispered menacingly, narrowing my eyes at the beady-eyed, tattooed devil with the marijuana smoke wafting from the joint pursed between his lips. Strapped to the tattooed devil's back was a double shoulder strap, in his hands were two matching pistols, identical to the ones Trigger used for work. "You might not wake up."

      "My gun is on the nightstand," he said flatly, keeping his back to me. "Do your worst."

      God, where did he go?

      Where did I go?

      How did we end up like this?

      In a matter of nine years, we had gone from acquaintances to tutors, friends to allies, lovers to enemies, to this?

      "Aren't you scared?" I was so full of turmoil that it was hard to breathe. I glared at his beautiful body and felt an immediate swell of inner repulsion for the flutter of excitement that erupted deep in my womb. "You could die tonight."

      Silence.

      "You know I'm capable of taking your life."

      More silence.

      "You would deserve it."

      Nothing.

      Furious at being ignored, I leaned over his hard, naked body and snatched his gun off the nightstand.

      His body was ripped from head to toe and it terrified me.

      Because those muscles had been used against me.

      "Feel that?" I hissed, as I held the gun shakily and pressed the barrel to his temple. "It's not nice, is it?" I pushed the cool metal into his flesh. "To not be in control of your body?" Shivering, I steadied my hand. "To be at someone else's mercy?"

      "Don’t forget to cock it," was all he replied, keeping his back to me. "Like I taught you."

      Bastard.

      "Look at me!"

      He didn’t.

      Pushing on his big shoulder, I forced him onto his back and then straddled his naked body with mine. "Look in my eyes, you piece of shit –" Grabbing his big hand, I pinned it above his head before quickly reaching for the other hand.

      Trigger remained motionless beneath me, both pacifying and infuriating me by keeping his hands pinned in place when he could so easily overpower me.

      Like earlier.

      A sob escaped me at the memory of what happened in his father's lair and I cocked the hammer and aimed the gun between his eyes. "Bang, bang, Trig," I whispered, eyes locked on his as I held the gun in both hands. "Bang, bang."

      "All of this talking is not killing me, corderito," he replied gruffly, accent thick, watching me with an intense expression, hands still dutifully pinned above his head. "You can scratch me with your claws," he added thickly. "You can threaten my life – you can try to take it, if that heals what I broke." Stretching out beneath me, he made no move to overpower me. "Take what you need from me."

      "Fight me," I demanded, enraged by his comfort. "Fight me, bastard prince." Hacking up a phlegm ball, I spat on his chest, returning his earlier favor. "Fight your whore."

      He didn't.

      Instead, Trigger remained motionless beneath me, brown eyes searing me. This huge, powerful gangster who was twice my size was denying me what I needed most.

      Furious, I released a pained cry and grabbed his hair, yanking hard. "I said fight me, you piece of shit." Lowering my face to his, I glared into his eyes, wanting him to feel every inch of my fury. "Give me that, at least."

      "I will not fight you," he told me, brown eyes locked on mine. "Do what you must."

      "Guns aren't my style," I reminded him with a sneer, forcing the tremor from my voice, as I traced the side of his face with the barrel. "Too loud." Dropping my gaze to the piercing in his nipple, I reached down and tugged hard, reveling in the discomfort that flashed in his eyes. "I like knives."

      "Open the drawer," he told me in a weary tone, inclining his head to the nightstand. "You'll find what you need in there."

      "Why are you being like this?" I hissed, voice cracking with both temper and emotion. "You know you can beat me. You know I can't win. Why won't you just be cruel?"

      "Never again," he vowed quietly. "So, do what you must, mi reina."

      "Fuck you!" I cried, throwing the gun at the wall opposite us.

      Scrambling off his lap, I scurried to the far corner of his bed and watched, incensed with heartbreak, as he rolled onto his side once more.

      "I hate you, Trigger Laperro."

      Clutching his pillow to my chest with a death grip, I nuzzled my cheek against the achingly soft fabric and released a choked sob, too full of pain to hold it in.

      He stiffened at the sound, muscles bunching together.

      I sniffled again, hiccuping another sob, and Trigger groaned into his pillow. "Stop crying."

      "I c-can't."

      "Try."

      "F-fuck you," I hissed, lashing out at him with my foot and connecting with his taut ass.

      He didn’t budge.

      Digging my heel into his butt cheek, I hissed, "You h-hurt me." Sniffling, I pushed on his back with all my might but I only ended up moving myself closer to the edge of the bed. "You m-make me s-sick."

      "Then what do you want me to do?" His voice was low and gruff, his words torn from deep in his chest. "How do I fix this?"

      "Go back in time and believe me, Trigger," I hissed, spitting my venom tinged outrage at him. "That's how you fix this!"

      "I can't, corderito," he groaned. "I fucking can't, okay? I wish I could, mas que la vida, but I cannot roll back the clock."

      "Then you can't fix this," I whispered, numb, soaking his pillowcase with my pain. Retracting my foot, I curled up in a ball. "It's too late."

      "A la mierda con esto!" Exhaling a frustrated growl, Trig rolled onto his back and glared up at the ceiling. "Joder mi vida!" He rubbed his face with both hands and slammed one fist down on the mattress beside him. "I should not stay here." I stiffened, panic-stricken at his words. "With you." He released another heavy sigh, shoulders slumping. "I will leave."

      "Wh-what?" I gaped at him. "Leave?"

      "Sí." Dropping his hands to rest on his bare stomach, he tilted his face to look at me. "I will make arrangements for you – to keep you safe." He swallowed deeply, Adam's apple bobbing in his throat. "You're under my protection now, so you cannot be harmed –"

      "You are un-fucking-believable!" I cried, trembling. "You do all of that – flex your muscles in front of your father and The Order and mark your territory like a dog – and for what, Trigger? To walk away? To leave me here with your crazy father while you hunt your demons down? You can't run from them, Trigger, and you can't chase them down, either, because they already inside of you! You can't run from me, either. You can't hide from this."

      "I am sorry for what I did to you, corderito. It was shameful and unforgivable of me. I am not running from my responsibilities," he growled. "But do not speak of my demons."

      "She's dead!" I screamed brokenly, losing my ever-loving mind by bringing up the one person I knew could draw the devil out of him. "She's gone, Trigger. You're not avenging her honor anymore. You're just chasing ghosts!"

      "And whose fault is that?" he roared back at me, shaking with barely restrained violence.

      Pain.

      It was everywhere.

      "I was in the wrong tonight," he amended, attempting to calm himself down. "I know I am a devil. I was cruel. I was evil to you. I own what I have done. But you still fucking lie –" Shaking his head, he snapped his mouth shut and ran a hand through his hair. Jaw clenched, he drew in several calming breaths before continuing, "You know what you did to me, corderito." A vein throbbed in his temple as he spoke. "Do not ever pretend that you do not know what you cost me that night." He ran a hand through his hair and hissed, "Do not pretend to be perfect."

      I withered up inside as a tsunami of guilt washed through me.

      "What happened that night was not my fault," I croaked out, emotions bombarding me.

      "Wasn't it?" he replied dryly. "I think it is pretty clear what happened, and, more importantly, why it happened."

      "Trig." My shoulders sagged in defeat. "I didn’t mean –" I shook my head. "You know that I never intentionally told them where –"

      "You betrayed me, corderito!" he cut me off with a vicious snarl and then roughly cleared his throat. "Not in all the ways I once believed, and I will carry that regret with me until I take my last breath," he added in a gruffer tone. "But you still betrayed me – whether you meant to or not."

      "It wasn't how it looked," I squeezed out, feeling my heart constrict in my chest.

      "No," he sighed. "Nothing ever is, it seems."

      "Trig." I shook my head, denying the ugliness.

      "Tell me that I am wrong," he urged then, tone thick. "Tell me that I am mistaken, corderito. Tell me that you did not betray me – that you did not sell me out to him," he bit out. "Say it one time, only once, and I give you my word that I will believe you." Desperation tinged his tone. "Just tell me that I am wrong. Tell me that it was not you who gave up their location, and I will spend forever making the last two years and tonight up to you." He gave me pleading look. "Por favor, mi reina."

      I opened my mouth and then swiftly clamped it shut, unable to lie. "I can't."

      It was me.

      Whether I meant to or not, or whether I had been coerced into giving his secrets up, I was the one who had given vital information to his brothers.

      Betrayal and hurt flashed in his eyes, similar to the betrayal and hurt that was blazing out of mine, and he nodded stiffly. "I see."

      "But it wasn't what you think," I hurried to defend, shivering violently now. "But it – I didn’t – I trusted – and you weren't – it was not on purpose." Swallowing down a sob, I whispered, "I made a mistake."

      "Sí. As did I," he bit out in a tight tone. "And I, too, have many regrets. Unfortunately, regrets do not change what has come to pass."

      "Do you still want me to pay?" I whispered, watching his face carefully for a reaction. "That night, you said that you would make me –" I stopped short, unwilling to allow my mind to go back there. "Do you still want me dead?"

      "Do you still want me dead?" he challenged, staring right back at me, unblinking. "Corderito?"

      "Yes," I breathed, unsure if I meant what I was saying, but too overwhelmed to think rationally. "I want you to pay for what you did to me."

      "It is a strange world of irony we find ourselves in," he replied quietly.

      "Are you going to kill me?" I asked then, feeling my blood run cold. "Is that what this is about? Did you claim me to get rid of me? To make good on your vow?" I held my breath while I waited for his response.

      Several moments passed in tense silence before he finally spoke.

      "No, corderito," he said in a quiet tone. "If I still wanted you dead, then you would be dead."

      Another round of tense silence enveloped us then.

      I was reeling.

      He was brooding.

      "How did we get here, Trig?" I breathed, heart cracking in my chest, as I obliterated the silence. "Look at us." Shaking my head, I gestured around us. "Look at how we've turned out." I shrugged helplessly. "We had a plan."

      "I know exactly how I got here," he replied. "I made the age-old mistake of falling in love with a girl. Worse than loving her, I made the detrimental decision to make her my whole world. To make her my equal. I lost my fucking mind in her. I built an army for her. I rallied against my family for her. I killed for her. I stole for her. I lied, cheated, schemed, and swindled for her. To avenge her. To free her. I trusted her with my secrets. With my s–" Stopping short, he sighed heavily before finishing with, "The rest, as they say, is an unfortunate series of events that led us to this night."

      "One mistake, Trigger," I squeezed out. "I only made one bad, impulsive decision with you."

      "As did I, corderito," he replied quietly. "But, as we've both learned tonight, one mistake is all it takes to implode your own world."

      "Do you still love me?" I whispered, heart thumping hard in my chest. "Right now." Sniffled. "Do you love me tonight?"

      "Do you still love me?" he gave my words back to me. "Tonight?"

      Yes. "No." I shook my head, denying my feelings. "I can't."

      "Then we are at an impasse," he said before throwing off the covers and moving to climb out of bed. "You can stay here until I have suitable accommodation arranged for you. I will find another place to stay –"

      "No – you can't leave!" I blurted out, dragging him back down on the mattress. "You know what will happen if you leave me. If you go, your father will see it as a rejection. He will see it as you giving me back to him. You already did that and I barely made it out alive. Jethro won't save me this time. He's not strong like you. He doesn’t have that kind of power –"

      "A la mierda con esto." Groaning, Trig flopped onto his back and pressed the heels of his hands to his face. "Corderito, usted me está matando."

      "It's true, Trig, and you know it. My father's name won't protect me if that happens," I hurried to add, telling him things he was already more than aware of. "I'm damaged goods – they all saw. The only reason they didn't touch me tonight, or join in, is because they fear you. You're the wildcard. The one they can't read. It scares them and that protects us. If you leave me, it'll be open season with my body! I'll be put to work downstairs with the other girls." Choking out a sob, I added, "I'd rather die."

      "That will never happen," he snarled, chest rising and falling quickly now. "I will make sure you are well taken care of –"

      "You've already claimed me, Trigger," I spat, interrupting him. "You did that and you can't take it back." Sniffling, I pulled myself onto my knees. "I belong to you now." When he didn't meet my eyes, I leaned forward and roughly cupped his stubbly jaw. "We both know this is as close as it gets to marriage in our world, which means I'm as good as your wife," I hissed, digging my nails into his flesh and praying to all that was holy that it was hurting him. "If you didn’t want me, then you should have left me for your brother." Hurt speared me, making it hard to breathe. "At least Jet wouldn't abandon me."

      "I just told you that I will make arrangements for you. I will keep you under my protection, Ashton," Trig snapped, glaring up at me. "The fuck else do you want me to do?" he demanded, roughly shaking my hand away. "Lay beside you every night and listen to you cry? Watch you shake with fear every time I come within five feet of you? You hate me. You want me dead. We are a fucking disaster! Por el amor de cristo, I raped you –"

      "Stop," I begged, roughly grabbing his jaw again and then squeezing his cheeks together as if I could somehow stop him from saying the words that we could never come back from. "Don't say it –"

      "I. Raped. You," Trig strangled out, voice torn, eyes glued to mine.

      "No." Shaking my head, I clamped my hand over his mouth. "Please."

      Gently, he reached up and pried my hand from his mouth. "I did that to you," he continued, forcing me to hear him. "To my queen. I violated you. And I let them watch. A million lifetimes could pass and I still would never be able to come back from that."

      "I…I…" Tears dripped down my cheeks and I shivered, repressing the painful memories. "Someone had to do it."

      "So, you're glad it was me?" he demanded with a pained snarl, sitting straight up. "No, corderito, we made a deal a long time ago. I promised you that I would protect you. I swore to you that I would never allow a man to do to your body what I did tonight." His chest was heaving, his jaw still firmly gripped between my fingers. "Ashton, what I did to you tonight? What I did to your body? Inside it?" He shuddered. "I can never change or take it back. You can never forgive me for it. And I can never expect you to." He reached up and brushed a tear off my cheek. "We are fucked, sweetheart. We are completely and utterly doomed."

      "I know and I…I…" I shook my head. "But you still can't leave me." I leaned into his touch and then quickly checked myself. "I don’t – I'm not – you just…"

      "Say it," he ordered gruffly, dropping his hand to his side, still allowing me to clutch his face with my trembling hand. "Say how you feel, corderito. I deserve to hear it."

      "I hate you for what you did to me," I cried, knowing full well that I sounded like a broken record, but unable and unwilling to change my tune. "You hurt me, Trig." Conflicted, I moved to shift away from him but only ended up shuffling closer until my knees were brushing his thigh. "You tore me," I strangled out, panicked at the thought of getting close to him, but growing even more frantic at the thought of not getting close to him. "Inside my body." I sagged weakly, confused and lost. "You broke me from the inside out."

      "I know." He bowed his head and dragged in several shallow breaths before reaching up and gently prying my fingers away. "I can still call a doctor."

      "Can he fix my heart, Trig? Because that hurts the most," I whispered, chewing on my lip. "Can he fix yours?"

      "Para ti tal vez," he muttered under his breath. "Nada me puede arreglar."

      "English," I warned him, needing to be on the same level tonight. "I want your words."

      "I am not good with the words you want to hear," he admitted with a weary sigh before climbing out of bed. "If you want me to stay with you, I will stay. If you want me to leave you, I will leave." Eyeing me warily, he shrugged. "It is your choice, corderito." With a sharp exhale, he added, "From this moment on, it will always be your choice."

      "I need you to stay with me, not want," I forced the words out, disgusted with myself for valuing my life so greatly that I was making peace with sleeping with my rapist. "I need your protection."

      "Then you have it," Trig replied with a clipped nod. "But I need something in return from you."

      "What?" Instantly wary, I tipped my chin up and waited for his demands.

      "I need you to come with me now," he said, moving to the door of his ensuite bathroom and flicking on the light. "I need to clean you."

      "You're not touching me again," I warned, panicked, wrapping my arms around myself. "Not one fucking finger."

      "Then you clean yourself," he shot back heatedly. "But you will show me."

      "Over my dead –"

      "I need that, corderito," he ground out in a meaningful tone. "You have your demands and I have mine." He ran a hand through his dark hair and shrugged. "You are my responsibility and I will take care of you."

      Anxious, I weighed up my options and found myself slowly climbing off his bed and following him into the bathroom, stopping at the nightstand for his blade on my way.

      No way in hell was I stepping inside that room without protection.

      Keeping a respectful distance from my body, Trig set to work on switching on the shower and gathering up towels and a spare t-shirt for me to sleep in.

      "You can go ahead," he said in a thick tone, waving a hand towards the glass shower doors and having the decency to avert his eyes from my body. "I will wait out here for you until you, uh – " He frowned at the tiled floor and blew out a harsh breath. "I need to know the blood is out."

      "I taught you better than that," I whispered with a shake of my head, hands behind my back. "Pull your words together."

      His brows furrowed in frustration and he flicked his gaze to mine. "What was it?"

      "You need to know the blood is gone, not out," I explained before swinging the glass door open and backing into the shower. "You know better."

      "Gone," Trig muttered, correcting himself, brows knitted. "Not out."

      I smothered a smile, knowing he deserved none of those, and waited for him to turn his back before placing the knife on his shampoo rack.

      Protection, I assured myself.

      Just in case this was a trick.

      A game.

      A false sense of security.

      My brain was screaming danger, my heart was laughing at the notion, my body didn’t seem to know what it wanted, and my pride was demanding vengeance.

      Conflicted, I quickly set to work on lathering my hair with his shampoo and scrubbing myself raw with a loofah. My skin was littered with faint bruises, many of those being fingerprints, and my stomach turned at the sight.

      "Can I…" Trig's voice came from the other side of the glass. "Is it gone?"

      "I'm not bleeding anymore," I called back weakly. "I'm okay."

      "I need to see," was his gruff reply. "Just see."

      "I really don't…"

      Letting my words trail off, I decided to push the door open. There was little point in putting it off.

      If he wanted me, he could have me. Nobody was coming to save me. "See," I whispered, back pressed to the wall of the shower, as I watched Trig.

      He was still naked and standing in the shower doorway with his heated gaze locked on my body.

      "See," I deadpanned. "All gone."

      "I marked you," he bit out, eyes locked on my thighs. "You are bruised."

      "I'll heal."

      Muttering a string of Spanish swear words under his breath, he stepped into the shower and I panicked, quickly scrambling into the corner and directly under the flow of scalding water.

      Holding his hands up, he eyed me warily. "I will not hurt you," he said in a slow, coaxing tone. "I swear."

      Uncertain, I watched as he slowly closed the space between us and then sank to his knees. My pulse thundered in my ears, heart hammering violently in my chest, when he dipped his head and pressed a soft kiss to my left thigh and then my right.

      "What are you doing –" my words broke off, morphing into a throaty moan when he buried his face between my legs, nose grazing my mound as his tongue snaked out to lap at my swollen clit.

      "Let me clean you," he whispered, nuzzling my pussy with his nose. "Let me take the pain away with my tongue."

      "Oh god…" His words caused a dart of arousal to spear through me and I was instantly wet. "No – wait!" Breathing hard, I knotted my fingers in his hair and whispered, "I'm scared."

      "Shh, just relax, mi reina," he coaxed, encouraging me with his hand to hitch my thigh over his shoulder. "Let me clean you."

      Recklessly, I did just that, opening myself up to his mouth.

      Moaning, I felt him lick and kiss and suckle on my flesh.

      "Fuck –"

      Body betraying me, I rocked my hips against him, crying out when I felt his tongue spear me in my tender hole.

      He groaned, inhaling deeply, as his large hands trailed up my thighs to cup my ass. It was such a male sound, so deep and primal, that I found myself relaxing, pressing myself into face, craving more from his tongue.

      I was sore and tender and, to my absolute detriment, aching for more of him.

      "I will not hurt you," he continued to whisper, trailing his tongue back over my slit and returning to flick my clit. "I only want to kiss you."

      To prove the point, he fucked my pussy with his tongue.

      "Mmm." My pussy clenched around his tongue, greedily trying to hold him there.

      His tongue wasn't enough.

      I needed more, I realized.

      I needed the penetration.

      I wanted him to fill me up with his thick, hard cock and I hated myself for it.

      There was something wrong with me.

      There had to be, to crave that again.

      Drunk off desire and pulsing with need, I let my leg fall to the floor and pulled at Trig's face.

      "Are you too sore?" he asked, breathing elevated, as he popped his face out from between my thighs to look up at me, brown eyes almost black with desire. "Is it too much, cord –" His words broke off when I roughly dragged his face up to mine and crushed my lips against him.

      He came willingly, rising to his feet, and caging me to the wall with his huge frame. His hands moved to my neck as he kissed me deeply, plunging his tongue into my mouth.

      I could taste the faint tinge of metallic as his tongue stroked against mine in a slow, drugging rhythm.

      Painfully aroused, I felt him thicken against my belly, his erection digging into my flesh.

      "Tell me," he growled against my lips as water cascading down on us. "Tell me what I can do for you, corderito."

      "Wh-what?"

      "Tell me," he repeated, grinding his body against mine. "What do you want from me?" He kissed me again. "I need to hear the words."

      "To fuck," I lost my mind and said, both cringing and moaning loudly when the words spilled from my lips. "I want –" Breathing hard, I reached a hand between us and gripped his cock. "I want you to fuck me with this."

      A deep, guttural groan escaped him and he reached for my thighs, lifting me up in once swift movement.

      "I will make you come so hard, you will forget to hate me," he growled, lips ravaging mine, as he reached a hand between us and guided his cock to my entrance. "I will fuck away the pain, mi reina," he vowed, slowly feeding his cock into my hungry pussy. "I will fuck you all better –"

      We both groaned loudly when he was buried deep inside me.

      "And I will lick your cuts and bruises." With his hands clamped around my thighs, he rocked into me. "That will be my vow to you, mi mujer."

      Gasping for air, I hooked an arm around his neck and clung to him, reveling in the delicious rippling sensations he was evoking inside of my body.

      "Aplastaré tu coño, corderito…"

      "You are worthless to me…"

      "Puta traidora…"

      "Good girl panties on a whore…"

      My hand reached for the knife on the rack before my brain could make sense of what I was doing.

      "God doesn’t answer the prayers of whores…"

      "I can make it good for you…"

      "Or painful…"

      Moving on instinct and driven by anger, I drove the blade of the knife deep into his shoulder.

      A loud, feral snarl tore from Trigger's chest and he froze inside me, gaze flicking from my eyes to the knife sticking out of his shoulder.

      Breathing hard, I never took my eyes off his as I slowly pulled it out of him and tossed it on the floor.

      Grunting out a pained breath, he glanced down at the blood oozing down his chest and then back to me.

      I held my breath, waiting for death to come, because he would surely kill me now.

      He didn’t kill me.

      He didn’t hit me, either.

      Releasing another pained growl, he tightened his hold on my thighs and thrust inside me.

      Withdrawing slowly almost to the tip, he pushed inside me once more.

      Eyelids fluttering, I rocked into his thrusts as he slowly built up a sensual rhythm.

      He grunted out a pained breath with every thrust of his hips, but he didn’t stop fucking me.

      Burying his face in the crook of my neck, he nuzzled my flesh with his lips.

      Exhaling a ragged breath, I gave myself up to the madness and wrapped both arms around his neck, welcoming the feel of his chest against mine as his blood rained down on both of us.

      "I think you might be dying," I cried out, pulse quickening to the rhythm of his relentless fucking as he moved harder, faster, hungrier.

      "I already told you that you cannot kill me, corderito," Trig growled, resting his brow against mine. "I am already dead."

      With that, he pressed a kiss to my lips and then slammed into me so hard that I exploded around him, screaming the words, "I hate you," at the top of my lungs, as he joined me in ecstasy and emptied his seed into my body.
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      When I woke the next day, after a night-long marathon of furious fucking, I was naked and alone.

      Pulling myself up on my elbows, I glanced out the huge window to see the sun setting in the sky.

      Holy shit.

      I slept the entire day away.

      Bone weary, I flopped back down on his luxurious mattress and winced when my womb contracted tightly. Every part of my body ached and not in a bad way.

      I felt sated.

      I felt stretched.

      I felt hungry.

      The smell of sex was all around me, my thighs were sticky and damp, and the blood smeared across the bed sheets assured me that the events of last night were not a figment of my imagination.

      Disgusted with my thoughts, I glared at the empty patch of mattress where he had laid beside me and bit back a sob.

      Drowning in a world of corruption and gangsters, I buried my face in my pillow and allowed myself to freak out.

      What are you doing, Ashton?

      What are you doing, you crazy fucking girl?

      You're in bed with the devil.

      You're full of his seed.

      Jesus Christ.

      "El jefe dijo que necesitas tomar esto," a deep male voice announced, disrupting my personal meltdown.

      Panicked, I scrambled to drape the blood-stained sheets over my body and locked eyes on the huge, suit-clad man sitting in the armchair next to the door.

      The black Glock resting on his thigh had my heart accelerating in my chest and my survival instincts on high alert.

      Breathing labored, I let my gaze trail over his slicked back hair, his deeply tanned face and the jagged scar running down his left cheek, feeling a wave of recognition trickle through my mind.

      "Patrice?" I frowned at Trig's righthand man.

      A man I hadn't seen in two years.

      Since that night.

      Loyal to his brother-in-arms, Patrice and several of the younger members of Crellid's mob had left with Trig, willing to face the wrath of the king of the underworld in order to bleed with their prince.

      I hadn't realized he was back in the area until now.

      If he had followed Trig back into hell, then the rest of the army had, too.

      What was left of them, at least.

      "What are you doing in here?" Panicked as I was, I still spoke slowly, knowing that this man had a far weaker grasp on the English language than Trigger. "Why are you here?" I gestured around us. "In this room with me?"

      "I guard," he said in a heavily accented tone of voice.

      "Guard me?" I felt faint. "From what?"

      "Men no good at rules," he confirmed grimly. "Men fuck pussy." He sniffed and pointed at me. "Jefe no share pussy. So, I guard."

      "Jefe?" Boss man. "Oh, you mean Trig?" My brows shot up. "Trig sent you to guard me?"

      "Sí." He nodded stiffly. "I guard. You take."

      "Take?" I frowned.

      "Jefe say you take." He pointed to the nightstand. "Take now."

      My gaze landed on the small pill on the nightstand, beside a glass of water. "For me?"

      He nodded stiffly before quickly averting his gaze. "Sí."

      "Where is Trigger?" I forced myself to ask, urging my pulse to steady and my heart to stop thrashing around in my chest. "Is he here?" I didn’t care. I wouldn't. Don't feel it. "Did he l-leave?"

      "Not business of woman where man go," Patrice replied, tone clipped. "No ask."

      Fuck you, Patrice.

      "What is it?" I asked then, feeling weak at the thought of what the pill might contain. Arsenic, no doubt. "Why do I need pills?"

      "You take," he repeated, moving to the window. "Jefe no want bebé."

      "Excuse me?"

      "Jefe no want bebé bastardo." He inclined his head to the nightstand. "Take now, Señora."

      Boss man doesn’t want a bastard baby.

      I narrowed my eyes in disgust. "Shouldn’t that be Señorita, not Señora?" I muttered, reaching for the pill. "I'm not married."

      "Porque traicionaste a tu rey," he replied, stretching his legs out in front of him, as he polished his gun. “El se hubiera casado contigo. Delante de dios. Un verdadero matrimonio. Una buena vida para una mujer en tu posición. Pero no pudiste mantener las piernas cerradas." Flicking his dark eyes up to meet mine, he sneered, "O tu boca."

      …Boss man doesn’t want a bastard baby because you betrayed him – your king. He would have married you. In front of god. A true marriage. A good life for a woman in your position. But you couldn't keep your legs closed. Or your mouth…

      What.

      A.

      Dick.

      "Fuck you, Patrice!" Furious to be once again insulted and blamed for something I didn’t do, I grabbed the glass off the nightstand and flung it at him, enjoying the way he had to duck his head to avoid the glass flying past his face. "Fuck you right to hell."

      The glass shattered against the wall behind his head, water spraying everywhere.

      "I don’t take orders from you or your precious jefe," I continued, throwing the pill across the floor to join the shards of broken glass. "And your jefe knows that I didn’t do what you were all convinced I did." Tears filled my eyes and I quickly batted them away. "So, you can take your insults and your pills and shove them up your ass."

      "He oído."

      "You heard," I mimicked his words, automatically translating them into my language. "Oh, so he did tell you? At least he's finally setting the record straight."

      "Sí," he replied. "Eras puro y él áspero."

      "I was pure and he was rough?" I barked out a humorless laugh. "That's all you have to say? Jesus Christ." I shook my head, appalled. "Screw you, jackass."

      Rising to his feet like an aggravated lion, Patrice tucked his gun into the waistband of his tailored suit pants before stooping down and snatching up the pill. "You take," he said, stalking towards me. "Or I make."

      "No," I argued, refusing to take another order. "I won't –"

      My words broke off when he grabbed my hair and dragged me towards him.

      "You take," he repeated, fingers digging into my jaw, while he clutched my throat with his free hand. "Or I make."

      "Isn't this against your precious code?" I choked out, forcing myself to not to flinch and cower away from him. "Preventing a claimed woman of conceiving? That's a big no-no, Patrice. You could be shanked for suggesting such treason."

      Patrice shrugged, unfazed, and forced my mouth open. "I not make rules," he said before ramming the pill down my throat. "I not follow Crellid code." He clamped a hand over my mouth. "I follow jefe." With his free hand, he pegged my nose, cutting off my air supply. "Now, take."

      Defiant, I scratched and tore at his huge arms, resisting his overpowering until my vision blurred and I grew lightheaded.

      It was no use.

      I was no match for these men.

      Feeling weak, demoralized, and desperate for air, I relented and swallowed, eyes watering from both my pain and temper.

      Teary-eyed, I felt my shoulders sag in defeat as I nodded my submission.

      "Buena niña," he said approvingly, releasing his hold on my face and stepping away from the bed. "Lo creas o no, esto es más para ti que para él. Es la forma del jefe de protegerte."

      Gasping for air, I rubbed my tender throat as my brain hurried to translate his words.

      Good girl. Believe it or not, this is more for you than it is for him. It’s the boss’s way of protecting you.

      "His way of protecting me?" I cried. "His way of protecting me from what – him? Being raped?" I laughed humorlessly and wiped my tearstained cheeks. "How generous of him. What's he going to do next? Send for the doctor and have me shot up like the whores?"

      "He no rape you, señora," Patrice snapped back at me. "No rape."

      "You weren't there." I glared at him. "You didn’t see."

      "I no need see," he shot back, tone hard. "Jefe no rape his reina." He tapped his head. "I no need see to know truth." He placed his hand to his chest and stared hard at me. "Reina is heart of Jefe." His brows furrowed. "You –" he paused to point at me and then touch his own shoulder, "wound your king."

      You did more than just wound him, Ashton.

      You stabbed him…

      "He deserved it," I strangled out guiltily.

      "You no see Jefe before," he urged, shaking his head. "Hombre loco for two years." He held up two fingers for emphasis. "No corderito make Jefe hombre loco."

      Without me, Trigger was a crazy man? Is that what he was trying to tell me? "No, he's always been crazy." Scrambling off the bed, I kept the sheet wrapped tightly around my naked body as I side-stepped the huge gangster and hurried into the ensuite bathroom. "And I'm even crazier for not sticking that knife where I should have; in his cold, dead heart!"

      I slammed the door in his face and turned the lock, unwilling to listen to another word.

      Throwing off the bed sheet, I yanked the shower door open and climbed inside, blasting the water to full heat.

      Shivering, I stepped under the jets and leaned against the blood-stained tiles.

      Wrapping my arms around myself protectively, I desperately tried to get a handle on my emotions.

      It was impossible with his smell all around me.

      With him still leaking from me.

      Despite my best efforts, I couldn’t force Trigger from my thoughts.

      Like a cruel twist of the knife, my heart decided to jump aboard the torment-Ashton train by forcing bittersweet memories to the surface...

      

      "Ashton–" Trigger burst into my room, looking hella happy and hella high.

      Ash-teen.

      My heart.

      Grinning like a maniac, he staggered over to my bed and flopped face down on the mattress. "I did it."

      Looking up at him from my perch on the floor, I paused what I was doing, holding the nail polish brush an inch away from my baby toe, and narrowed my eyes. "You lie."

      "I truth," he countered, voice muffled from where he was attempting to smother himself in my duvet. "Ashton smell so fucking good for Trig."

      "Show me," I demanded, popping the lid back on the polish and springing to my feet. He looked far too big for my bed, all muscular and male and sexy as hell. "I wanna see."

      "My ass," he slurred, still face down. "In my ass."

      "Your ass?" I rolled my eyes. "Your jeans, more like."

      My excitement overrode my agitation at his sloppy speech – something I had spent countless hours working on him with, and knew he could do better – and I lunged for my bed.

      Crawling over the mattress, I reached for his black shirt, yanking it up to expose his broad, tanned back.

      "Holy shit, you actually did it, Trig!" I gasped, eyes locked on the Glock tucked into the waistband of his jeans.

      Not just any Glock.

      Fabio's Glock.

      My gaze trailed over the weapon almost reverently and I reached into his jeans.

      "What did you take?" I asked then, holding the heavy metal in my hands. "Is this loaded?"

      "Fuck knows, mami. New shipment of coke," he mumbled drowsily. "Check my cock."

      "Trig," I giggled, sliding a hand underneath him and snagging several rounds of ammo from his front jeans pocket. "Oh, baby," I breathed, mesmerized by his delinquent creativity.

      "I do good?"

      "So good," I coaxed, feeling empowered. "He's going to freak out when he notices it's gone." Grinning deviously, I purred, "And Yegor's in the firing line."

      "Yegor is prick," Trig grumbled. "He no cock."

      "No, that was Vas," I laughed.

      "Vas no cock, Yegor no cock, Anton no cock, Jet suck cock," Trig muttered. "No Crellids with cock. All pussies. Only cock is Trig's cock."

      "I fucking love you, Trig," I breathed, in awe of this boy. "And your cock."

      "Sí," he mumbled, slapping a hand around the mattress. "Te amo… it is the same for me."

      "Look at me, Trig," I said then, heart beating hard for this boy. "Right now."

      With a great deal of effort, he rolled onto his back. "Mi reina pleased with her Trig?"

      "Yes." Nodding slowly, I hitched a leg over his thighs and straddled his hips. "I'm very pleased with my Trig."

      Head lolling to one-side, he smiled up at me. "I make you happy." His hands moved to my hips. "For all the days."

      "Yeah." Placing the gun on his chest, I reached for the hem of my t-shirt and pulled it over my head. "Now, let me make you happy."

      "No," he groaned, sounding pained, as he hardened between my legs. "Corderito is no ready. Grow the patience like Trig. "

      "Shh." Taking his big hand, I placed it on my bare breast. "Mi cuerpo pertenece a mi rey..."

      

      Shaking my head, I dragged my thoughts back to the present and switched off the water. Numb, I stepped out of the shower and wrapped a towel around my body, unable to stop my limbs from shaking.

      I couldn't seem to shake the cold off.

      It was in my heart and tainting the rest of me.

      "Aplastaré tu coño, corderito."

      "Puta traidora."

      "Puta reina."

      Heaving, I lunged for the toilet bowl, barely making it in time as my body rejected both my thoughts and the contents of my stomach.

      His words.

      How he made me feel.

      His hatred.

      How he took me in front of those men.

      I couldn’t get it out of my head.

      Gasping for air, I wiped the back of my mouth and climbed unsteadily to my feet. Breathing hard, I leaned against the sink and forced myself to look in the mirror, hardly recognizing myself when I plucked up the courage.

      My gray eyes were bloodshot, the skin around them puffy and red. My full lips were cracked and also swollen.

      Purple bite marks littered my neck, chest, and arms, and I knew if I removed the towel, I would find plenty more.

      Arousal smacked me straight in the face and my pussy clenched.

      "Stop it," I hissed, furious with myself for pulsing. "This is not good."

      Clit throbbing, I clenched my thighs together and forced my mind to block out the feel of him as I reached for his toothbrush and cleaned my teeth.

      Finishing washing up, I made my way back to the bedroom, ready to tell Patrice and any of his cronies lurking nearby to fuck off, only to find Trig sitting on the edge of the bed.

      Stunned at the sight of him, I felt my feet falter in the doorway of the bathroom. The bed had been stripped, replaced with fresh sheets, while the old ones lay in a pile at his feet.

      My heart raced violently in my chest as I reluctantly soaked him in. He was shirtless, with a white bandage strapped to his shoulder and his head bent as he concentrated on rolling a joint.

      "Corderito," he acknowledged gruffly, not looking up from his task in hand.

      "Where were you?" I asked, voice breathy and weak, forcing my legs to move me forward.

      "Working," Trig replied, setting the weed tin on his nightstand and reaching for an ashtray and matches.

      Sparking up, he shook out the match, tossed it into the ashtray, took a deep hit, held his breath for several beats, before finally exhaling a cloud of smoke.

      Stepping around him, I moved for my side of the bed and then mentally checked myself for referring to it as my side. "Where's Patrice?"

      "Around," he replied, rolling the joint between his fingers absentmindedly.

      "I don’t have any clothes here," I told him, watching him warily. "Everything I own is back in my room." Shrugging, I added, "I don't have any clothes to change into."

      "I will have your stuff brought up here," he replied flatly before taking another deep drag, keeping his back to me. "Until then, you can have–" Exhaling slowly, he rasped, "whatever you like of mine to wear."

      "Okay." I swallowed deeply, pulse fluttering. "Thank you."

      He nodded once in response.

      "So…" I shifted in discomfort, unsure of what to do or say. "How is your shoulder?"

      "How is your pussy?" was his immediate response.

      "Tender," I whispered, cheeks flaming in heat.

      "Sí," he agreed with a sigh, exhaling another cloud of smoke. "It is the same for me."

      "Are you mad at me?" I asked then, unsure of what to make of his calmness when he was anything but calm with my body last night.

      "Are you mad at me?" he threw my question back at me.

      "Yes." I narrowed my eyes, irritated by his avoidance of answering a damn question. "I'm furious."

      "Sí," he repeated his earlier words. "Then it is the same for me."

      "Are you going to say anything?" I demanded then, huffing out a frustrated breath from his lack of…well, emotion.

      "What would you like me to say, corderito?" he replied in a flat, void tone.

      "Something," I hissed, overwhelmed with emotion. "Anything." Swallowing a pained groan, I squeezed out, "Just talk… about us? What happened? Your day? I don't know?"

      Tucking my damp hair behind my ear, I stared at the visible burn marks on his back – the ones the tattoos couldn’t cover.

      The ones that were my fault.

      "Just say something, Trig."

      "I had a very productive day at work, darling," he reeled off dryly. "I took the lives of no less than four men and delivered a substantial shipment of chiva – Alemanni cartel. No doubt, it will be reaching the streets any day now. More lives to ruin. More whores on the corners to work. More mother's sons to put in the ground. Just another day in the office." Shaking his head, he exhaled a weary sigh. "Does that suffice as enough talking?" Taking another hit, he let his shoulders sag, elbows resting on his thighs. "Or should I continue?"

      "That's not funny, Trig," I whispered, unable to suppress the shiver that rolled through me.

      "I am not laughing, corderito," he replied, exhaling slowly.

      Feeling at a complete loss, I glanced around the room and said, "It wasn't supposed to be like this." Wrapping my arms around my knees, I dropped my head and whispered, "We weren't supposed to end up like this."

      "No," he agreed quietly. "We weren't."

      "Are you always going to stay with him?" I forced myself to ask, risking a peek. "Your father." I swallowed deeply. "Do you still plan to raise the army and –"

      "You do not get to ask me questions," he quickly cut me off. "I do not trust you." His shoulders slumped. "I will not make the same mistake twice."

      I withered inside. "Trig –"

      "Do you know that I can still smell it?" he continued, ignoring me. "In my nose. Every night. That fucking horrific smell is what I wake up to – if I am lucky enough to fall asleep in the first place. And the sounds? I can still hear their screams –"

      "Please don’t," I begged, forcing the memory from my mind.

      "I close my eyes and I see them, Ashton," he hissed, forcing me to hear his truth. "As if it was happening all over again." He shook his head. "Because of you." He tipped his head up to the ceiling and released a pained growl. "Because I trusted you."

      "I'm so sorry, Trig," I choked out.

      "I know," he confirmed gruffly. "I believe you."

      "I wish I could take it back," I wheezed out, feeling faint.

      "We cannot change what has come to pass," he replied. "But you do not get to ask me about my business again," he added. "I do not wish to treat you cruelly, corderito, it gives me no pleasure to see you in pain, but you are not my equal anymore. You are no longer my comrade."

      "Then what am I?" I strangled out, barely breathing from the agonizing pressure in my chest.

      "You know," he replied gruffly. "Do not make me say it."

      His whore.

      "Am I the only one?" I asked then, body trembling.

      Silence.

      "Trigger."

      "What do you want me to say to you?"

      "I want you to tell me that I'm the only one in your bed," I hissed, mind on emotional overdrive. "Tell me that, Trig. Fucking tell me!"

      He didn’t respond.

      "If you touch another girl, I will cut your cock off while you sleep," I warned him, enraged at the thought of him fucking other women. "I mean it," I added, consumed in a white-hot flood of jealously. "You don’t fuck other whores."

      Trig glanced over his shoulder, dark eyes finding mine. "Come here."

      Shifting onto my knees, I crawled over to where he was sitting and settled down facing him.

      "Promise me," I said, breathing hard and fast. "Say you won't touch other whores."

      "Hmm." His eyes took a long, drugging appraisal of my body and I grabbed his face, forcing him to look at me.

      "Say it," I hissed through clenched teeth. "Tell me you won't touch another woman."

      His dark eyes speared me holes through me as he watched me watch him. "Are you my wife, corderito?" he finally asked, tone soft. "Do you love me?"

      "Absolutely not," I spat, furious with him for toying with my frazzled emotions. "No way."

      "I see." Nodding slowly, Trig pulled his face from my grasp and took another drag. "Are you my whore?" he asked on a heavy exhale.

      "Never," I snarled, reaching up to snatch the joint from his fingers.

      "Then what are you to me?" he asked, moving the joint out of my reach. Holding it in front of my face, he snagged my chin between his fingers and guided my lips to his fingers. "Hmm?" he coaxed, smoothing my hair behind my ear when I placed my lips around the joint and took a hit. "Bad little lamb."

      Closing my eyes, I held my breath, reveling in the burn in my lungs, as a tingling, dizzy feeling slowly crept through me.

      "Well, corderito?" Trailing his cracked knuckles over my cheek, he leaned close to my ear and whispered, "Why would I make such a promise to you?"

      Flicking my eyes open, I cupped the back of his neck and dragged his face to mine, lips parted and touching.

      Looking deep into his dangerous eyes, I slowly exhaled a cloud of smoke from my lungs into his and whispered, "Because I'm your queen."

      "Sí." His eyes blazed with heat and his arms came around me, pulling me onto his lap "Mi reina."
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      Breaking all ranks, rules, and orders, I wandered down the corridor of the compound with Patrice trailing after me.

      "You must get back in room," he complained like a little bitch boy. "Jefe no like this."

      I rolled my eyes. "I already told you, Patrice; your jefe can kiss my ass."

      "You make mucho trouble for Patrice," he grumbled. "Perra loca."

      Crazy bitch.

      I grinned to myself.

      You have no idea.

      Maybe Patrice was right and I really was crazy, or maybe I was a product of my environment. Either way, some sort of masochistic madness possessed me and I found myself returning to the scene of the crime.

      Like a lamb to the slaughter…

      Something was wrong. I could sense it. I had no fucking idea what that something was, but my gut was screaming at me to keep going.

      Not bothering to knock, I pushed the door inwards and marched into the office that was adjoined to Fabio's lair.

      The room I had been reunited with Trigger in.

      The room that signalized the beginning of my end.

      I wasn't one bit surprised to find more than a dozen men all sitting around the table. Negotiations were in full swing and I had no doubt that the naked whore sprawled on top of the table was on the top of their agenda.

      Sick bastards.

      And unlike most of the other women that had crossed the threshold of this hellhole, this one seemed to be enjoying the men's attention.

      And they called me crazy…

      The moment the door swung shut behind me, every man in the room turned to look at me. I didn’t care about any of them. I was only interested in the man heading the negotiations. The one who was glowering at me with a look of pure murder etched on his face.

      Aw shit.

      "Fabio," one of the men at the table said in a deep Texan drawl. "You have been holding out on us. Who is this young beauty?"

      Trigger moved to stand, but before he could, Fabio barked out a laugh. "Forgive my son's intended, gentlemen. Like a wild horse, he has yet to break her spirit."

      "She is not for sale," Trigger said in a deathly cold tone of voice. His furious gaze flicked to a guilty-looking Patrice who was standing beside me. "We will speak later."

      Without a word, Patrice slipped quietly from the room.

      "Everyone is for sale, son," the Texan argued, eyes alight with keen interest.

      "His intended, huh?" one of the other men mused, stroking his jaw. "How much will it cost me to break her in?"

      Put out that she was not the one in the limelight anymore, the whore moaned erotically as she lay, spread eagle on the table, and masturbated for the world and its mother to see her.

      "Yeah, what's your poison, son?" the Texan asked, much to the whore's dismay, as he lit his cigar. "Name your price and you have it." His eyes trailed down my body and a shudder of repulsion racked through me.

      "There is not enough money in the world," was Trigger's cool response.

      Thank.

      Fucking.

      God.

      "Ashton." His furious gaze flicked to me and I knew I was in trouble. "What the fuck do you think you are doing?"

      For once, I didn’t have an answer. I could hardly tell him that I had a horrible feeling and I had followed my gut into the wolves' den.

      Silly little lamb…

      "Ashton, huh?" One of the men smiled at me. "Pretty name for a pretty pus–"

      "Enough!" Slamming his fist down on the table and startling the whore, Trigger rose to his feet and stormed towards me.

      A tremor of fear rolled through me.

      You're in trouble, Ashton.

      You're dead fucking meat.

      "Excuse me, gentlemen," he bit out. Grabbing my arm with more force than was necessary, Trig dragged me towards the door. I could tell by the way he handled me that I was in for a rough fuck tonight. "My intended needs to learn a lesson on where she ranks in our world."

      Liar, I thought to myself and fought the urge to roll my eyes, come at me like that again and I'll stab you somewhere vital.

      "Why the rush, son? Where better to teach her a lesson on obedience than right here?" Fabio called out and my blood ran cold. "Or better still, have her watch you take the whore. That will put her in her place." He grinned darkly. "Ashton is a rarity," he said by way of explanation to the intrigued looking men around the table. "She is strangely devoted to my bastard, despite his public besmirching of her innocence."

      The men laughed and Trigger stiffened beside me.

      "Come along, son," Fabio chuckled. "Bring her to me. She can sit on my lap and watch the show."

      Trigger stiffened and the hand he was using to grip my arm trembled. "I do not think so."

      "I do not remember giving you an option," Fabio replied coolly.

      Trig's brown eyes flicked to me and I subtly shook my head.

      Don’t do it, mi rey, I silently warned him, you're cornered and outnumbered.

      After a tense stare down, Trigger released the kind of feral growl that came from a wounded lion unable to protect his lioness.

      Muttering a string of curse words in his native tongue, Trig released my arm and stalked back to the table, hands moving to the buckle of his belt.

      Quickly undoing his fly, he pushed his slacks down his hips.

      When he reached for the whore, panic and despair spiraled to life inside of me.

      Oh, hell fucking no!

      I couldn’t watch this.

      I would die.

      "No…" the one-word plea tore from my throat – from my heart – before I had a chance to stop myself. Please don’t…

      Trigger stiffened, but he didn’t turn around to face me.

      "Come, little lamb," Fabio taunted in a condescending tone, patting his knee. "Come and watch your rey ravish another queen."

      My feet were moving before my brain could catch up, but I didn’t go to Fabio.

      Hands moving to the hem of my knee-length sundress, I yanked it over my head, letting the fabric fall away.

      Naked to the room full of men, I moved straight for my wolf.

      You're crazy, Ashton.

      This is madness.

      You've lost your fucking mind.

      Not stopping until I reached Trig, I roughly pulled on his arm, forcing him to turn away from the whore before he went too far and broke me beyond repair.

      When he turned around and saw me, his eyes blazed with an angered heat. "Corderito."

      More docile and compliant than I had ever been before, I hoisted my naked ass onto the table. Then, without a word, I spread my legs apart and bared myself to every man in the room.

      Trigger's nostrils flared.

      His eyes flashed with anger.

      But he didn’t fight me.

      Instead, he closed the space between us, clamped his big hands on my hips, and pulled me closer.

      "Cordero malo," he whispered against my lips, as the thick crown of his shaft pressed against my entrance.

      "Lobo malo," I breathed, heart racing violently in my chest, pressing my lips to his just as he pushed deep inside of me.

      The moment he was inside of me, his big dick ramming into me over and over, the audience around us seemed to fade away.

      "Fascinating," one of the men said in wonder. "She doesn’t fight him."

      "On the contrary," another mused. "She gives herself willingly to him."

      "Name your price, Fabio," the Texan drawled, clearly aroused by our frantic fucking. "I will pay any amount for her."

      Their words only seemed to encourage Trigger, who fucked me harder and rougher. With the exception of where his boxers and slacks rested on the curve of his hard ass, he was still fully clothed, his perfect body completely concealed from sight.

      Falling back on my elbows, I cried out, unable to mask my arousal or pleasure, as Trig took his fucking to new heights.

      Mouth agape and spread open, I stared in wonder at the powerful man between my legs. His violent penetration of my body felt like too much and not enough all in one breath. I could do nothing but cling to the table and pray he didn’t break me in half.

      Something's wrong, my gut assured me.

      Shut the fuck up and enjoy, my body sneered as I tumbled closer to my climax.

      Out of the corner of my eye, I spotted the whore was now on all fours, with Fabio thrusting violently into her.

      The men weren't looking at Fabio and his whore, though.

      No.

      All eyes were on us.

      Turning my head away, I clenched my eyes shut and tried to lose myself in the moment once more, in the fabulous way he fucked me raw, but an incessant voice in the back of my mind continued to scream danger.

      I heard the familiar click just moments before my body jumped into action.

      Moving quicker than lightning, and with Trig still thrusting into me, I lunged for the holsters at his sides.

      I had both guns in my hands before Trigger had a chance to register what was happening.

      Trig's eyes flared with a mixture of pain and betrayal, his body turning to stone inside of me, when I cocked both hammers and aimed at his chest.

      Squinting, I stretched my arms out ever so slightly to the sides.

      And then I fired both barrels.

      The sound of the gunshots was deafening, but it didn’t drown out the sound of my heart as it pounded violently against my ribcage.

      "Corderito." Frozen in place, Trigger continued to stare down at me in horror. "What the fuck –"

      "Well shit, son," the Texan drawled, sounding impressed. "Pretty as a peach and doubles as a bodyguard?" He blew out a whistle. "Hell, I don’t blame you for not wanting to share her."

      Twisting around, Trig looked on as the two men from the meeting, who only moments ago had guns aimed at the back of his head, lay in a pool of blood on the floor. "Motherfucker!"

      Meanwhile, Fabio watched on in silence, with an unreadable expression etched on his face.

      Exhaling a relieved sigh, I returned Trigs guns to their holster and fell back on my elbows, position resumed. "Keep going." Blowing out a shaky breath, I rocked my hips against his. "I'm almost there."
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        * * *

      

      All hell broke loose after that.

      Members of The Order came thundering into the room, exclaiming that we had a traitor in our midst. When they noticed the lifeless corpses on the ground, they quickly set to work, obeying the orders being reeled off by a stoic looking Trig.

      Fabio, along with the Texan, the other men from the meeting, and several of his armed guards, disappeared into his lair.

      Choosing to remove myself from the mayhem, I wandered over to the liquor cabinet, thrilled that no one tried to stop me, and opened the glass cabinet door.

      Naked as the day I was born, I trailed my finger over the countless bottles before selecting an expensive looking Russian Vodka.

      Score.

      Flicking the cap off the bottle, I poured myself the biggest glass I could and then slumped in a chair at the head of the table, taking everything in.

      Laid out on part of the enormous table were countless documents and papers, several empty tumblers, a half empty bottle of whiskey, an ash tray, and Trig's weed tin.

      Not bothering to ask for permission, I reached for the tin and snatched up the pre-rolled joint that was nestled inside. Putting it to my lips, I sparked up and took a deep hit, reveling in the burn in my lungs and the tingling dizziness that laid over my skin like a warm blanket of comfort.

      Three hits later and I was there. I was back in my own mind, calm enough to be in the moment and not clam up in paralyzed fear.

      With the joint balancing between my lips, I placed my hands on the cool leather armrests, nails biting into the expensive leather and allowed my mind to drift off, remembering what my own father had looked like when he sat at this table.

      Did I look like him?

      Did I drip power from my fingertips like he had?

      From the way the men around me ignored my presence, I doubted it.

      Still, I closed my eyes and took another deep hit, allowing myself to pretend for a moment that I was the queen of this castle and these men were my minions.

      Women ruled the world and men bowed beneath us.
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      I could hear the soft feminine moans and deep male groaning noises coming from the other side of the door.

      My blood ran cold in my veins.

      I was attuned to the sound of sex.

      To the sound of raw, animalistic fucking.

      Danger was all around me.

      Stepping foot inside that room meant almost certain death.

      I would be falling on my own knife.

      Still, I curled my fingers around the brass knob and pushed the door inwards.

      Curious little lamb.

      Strangely enough, my first emotion when my eyes landed on the countless naked bodies strewn around the great room was not horror.

      Virginal or not, this was the norm to me. I grew up in this world, surrounded by naked bodies and violent penetration. I had been primed for this fate, and I knew exactly what this room was used for.

      Brothels.

      Because of this, the only emotion flowing through my veins was immense relief.

      Because Fabio was not in attendance at tonight's monthly taster.

      He wasn't here and my odds of surviving the night had risen significantly.

      My gaze flicked over every last one of them, every bare woman and man, every couple, and every whore with three and four male clients on her.

      I didn’t bat an eyelid as I stood in the doorway in my white nightdress, clutching his dagger so tightly in my hand that blood dripped from my fingertips.

      My purpose tonight was not to judge or envy these women.

      It was not to question human physiology, or wonder how so many cocks could enter one body.

      My purpose was to prove a point.

      And take revenge.

      Uncaring of the slicing pain in my hand, and driven forward by my thirst for vengeance, I spied the room and when I found him, sprawled out on the leather couch, still semi-clothed, with his arms stretched across the back of the leather, and a woman on her knees between his legs, I let my instincts take over.

      Stepping around the couples fucking on the floor, I prowled towards the couch, lip curled up in fury.

      Silent as a ghost and with my target in sight, I weaved between the debauchery and whoring, ignoring the screams and sounds of flesh pounding against flesh, balls slapping against pussy, not stopping until I was standing behind her.

      The blonde.

      Tamisha.

      His whore for the night.

      I knew all about the Cuban whore, with her perfect tits and her unusual hair. She had become my obsession for many weeks now. Ever since I made the unfortunate discovery of seeing my intended mount her in the lair.

      Tamisha was a new whore to the compound and Trig had been assigned to work her over, train her in like his daddy ordered, and I had witnessed every minute of it.

      She was worth a lot of money to Fabio, which was why, I presumed, this fine display of fuckery was occurring.

      I knew the ropes of how the prostitution side of my father and Fabio's business was run, and having Fabio's notoriously picky son take her mouth in full view of potential clients was a bold marketing move that instantly increased her monetary worth and desirability, not to mention piqued the male clientele's interest.

      It was quite genius really.

      A rare find, I had overheard Fabio call Tamisha.

      A guaranteed bestseller on the black market of bartered flesh.

      Not for much longer.

      Neither one of them noticed me standing there. He had his eyes closed, too busy enjoying the feel of her tongue lapping him, and she was too busy choking on his dick to come up for air.

      Tilting my head to one-side, I studied Trig's flushed cheeks, and the way he bit down on his swollen bottom lip as he rocked his hips against her face, fucking her mouth in a slow, leisurely rhythm.

      He didn't touch her, he kept his arms stretched over the back of the couch, giving the whore free rein of his cock.

      Some women might say he was being gentle with her.

      Unlike most of the other men in the room, he wasn't pulverizing his whore with his cock, or defiling her body like it was made of bendable rubber and not human flesh and bone.

      I didn’t call it gentle, though.

      I called it being lazy.

      I called it betrayal.

      I knew how it worked around here. I knew that Trigger had to and would fuck whores, but that didn't mean that I was okay with it.

      It didn't mean that I was going to allow it.

      "If you want to keep your cock, I suggest you tell your whore to take her mouth off it," I said calmly, keeping my eyes on his flushed face. "Before I cut her throat, and she bites down and severs you."

      Trig's eyes flashed open then, locking on mine, and he arched a brow but made no move to push her away. "Go to bed, sweetheart." His voice was thick with lust, his dark gaze penetrating me deeply. He licked his lips, his hungry gaze trailing over my body. "This is no room for children."

      I narrowed my eyes. "You betray me."

      He smirked. "No, mi amor. I work."

      My eyes burned holes through his. "Last chance."

      His smile deepened. "Goodnight, corderito."

      Challenge accepted, I moved quicker than lightning and caught ahold of Tamisha's long hair.

      Yanking her head back, I plunged my dagger deep into her neck, keeping my eyes on him the entire time.

      "Estas jodidamente loco!" Trigger snarled, roughly shoving the whore away from his cock before she could bite down and sever him. "Jesucristo, corderito!"

      "Help!" Gasping for air that would never fill her lungs again, the whore clutched her neck and scrambled backwards, spluttering and bleeding out fast. "Someone help me!"

      No one moved to help her.

      No one stopped fucking long enough to look at her.

      Replaceable.

      Collateral damage.

      "What is she, mi rey?" I asked calmly, climbing onto his lap and holding the blade to his throat, hand steady as a rock – just like he taught me. "Tell me what she is?"

      His eyes blazed with heat as his hands clamped down on my hips. "Puta."

      "Good wolf.” Straddling his hips, I gently scraped the tip of the blade down his Adam's apple, smiling when he swallowed deeply and the blade nicked his throat. "And what am I?" A trickle of blood trailed down his throat and I leaned in, licking him clean with my tongue. "Hmm?"

      "Mi reina," he replied, tone gravely as he hardened beneath me. "My queen."

      "Who do you love?" I continued, taunting him with my softly spoken words. "Who does your heart belong to?"

      "You."

      "Say it."

      "Te amo," he said gruffly. "I love you, mi reina."

      "Only me, mi rey?"

      "Always only you."

      "Then tell me something," I purred, sliding a hand between us to grasp his cock. "Do kings let whores mouth-fuck them? Do kings betray their queens?" I lowered the blade to his cock. "Maybe I should cut it off to remind you who it belongs to?"

      Hissing out a sharp breath, Trig closed his fist over the hand I was using to hold the knife. Slowly raising my hand, he forced me to press the blade to my own throat. "Mi reina derrama sangre por su rey."

      My queen sheds blood for her king…

      Tilting his head to one side, he walked his fingers up my thigh and thrust upwards, pressing his hard cock against me. "Todavía eres una niña pequeña."

      You are still a little girl…

      "I am a woman," I corrected, chest rising and falling quickly, hissing out a sharp breath when I felt the sharp nick of the blade on my throat. "And I will kill every whore you put your hands on." Shifting on his lap, I rubbed my pussy against him. "Remember that, Trigger Laperro," I warned him, releasing a breathy moan when I felt him strain against me. "I am your woman, and I don’t take betrayal well."

      Releasing a lust-filled groan, Trig sat forward and trailed his tongue over my cut, lapping at me, mirroring my previous actions.

      "I own this throat," he growled, biting down hard on my neck and then suckling on my tender flesh. "And these –" Sliding a hand beneath my nightdress, he reached up and palmed my small breasts. "These tiny tits."

      "Sí," I breathed, growing wet on his lap.

      "And this," he continued, dropping a hand to cup me over my panties. "I will end up getting killed because of this virgin pussy."

      Shivering, I released his cock and placed my hand on his shoulder, unable to smother the moan that escaped me when he rocked against me. "Please…"

      "No estas listo para mi."

      "I am ready for you." Narrowing my eyes, I leaned into the blade, daring him to cut me again. "Claim me, dammit!"

      Eyes smoldering with heat, he traced a finger over my panties, circling my clit with one hand, while he held the blade to my throat with the other. "Soon."

      "Now," I argued breathily, sagging against him.

      “One more year, corderito," he coaxed. Setting the dagger down beside him, Trig leaned back on the couch, taking me with him. "And then we will belong only to each other."

      "No." I shook my head, peppering his stubbly jaw with wet kisses. "Now."

      "Wolves do not negotiate with lambs."

      "Maybe I'm not a lamb," I told him. "Maybe I'm a wolf in sheep's clothing."

      "When I claim you, I will belong only to you. No other woman. No whores. No mistresses. No other pussy. I swear that to you."  He pressed a kiss to the cut on my throat. "Satisfied?"

      I shook my head. "No."

      "Then I will give myself to you in front of my god." He kissed me again, tongue snaking out to taste my flesh. "I will take a vow with you. I will give you my name." His lips hovered over my fluttering pulse. "Does this satisfy my queen?"

      Trembling, I released a breathy moan. "No."

      He chuckled softly. "Such a demanding lamb."

      "I want all of those things now," I breathed, rocking against him. “I’m tired of waiting.”

      "Soon." Palming my aching breast with skillful fingers, he gently tweaked my nipple before sliding his hand back to rest on my hip. "But for now, I cannot make such promises."

      Circling his thumb over the lining of my panties, he lightly tapped his thumb against my damp panties, sending a jolt of shockwaves through my clit.

      "Why?" I strangled out, growing wetter.

      "You know how our world works, my little lamb," he crooned. "You know I cannot be celibate – not even if I wanted to. My father would cut my throat if I refused to work or train the whores – and then who would take care of you? He would see it as weakness, and he would be correct because you are my weakness."

      "Trig –"

      "And I need something to distract me so I can be patient with you – so I can give you the time you need." Growling, he moved both hands to clamp down on my hips, fingers digging roughly into my flesh. "You need to understand that I am surrounded by whores every minute of every day. I cannot turn a corner in this compound without having pussy thrust in my face, corderito. It is constant. Offered to me on a plate. Sometimes it is forced on me. All these women, I have no care for them, it is purely physical, because mi amor is still a girl."

      "It stops tonight," I warned. "I don’t care how hard it is."

      "Corder –"

      "Trig, if you put your cock inside another whore, I will offer my virginity to one of your brothers."

      Trigger stiffened and pulled back to glare at me.

      I met his stare head on.

      "Do not play this game with me," he snapped, bristling.

      "I'm not playing games," I challenged. "I'm making you a promise. The next time you let a whore put her mouth on you, I will let every man I meet put his mouth on me," I continued. "I will lay on my back for every cock in this septic compound."

      "And I will kill every last one of them," he warned, voice deathly cold. "And then I will kill you, mi reina."

      "Touché, mi rey. I would expect nothing less," I replied, keeping his heated gaze. "Do we have an understanding?"

      "You are making this difficult for me." Releasing a low growl, he reached around and palmed my ass. "You seem to forget that I do all of this so that I get to keep you. You are the price over my head. You are the prize. Your life is dangled in front of me like a fucking carrot. Every single day. I do not have limits when it comes to you. The shit I do for that man in order to come home at night and see you–"

      "I don't care," I growled. "I want your word."

      "You already have me."

      "Say it." I reached a hand between us and pushed my panties aside. "Give me your word that you'll be faithful now. Not in two years, Trig. Right fucking now."

      Reaching for his thick cock, I boldly stroked the glistening crown over my pussy lips.

      My eyes darkened in warning. "Or I will give this to the next man I see –"

      "I give you my word," he snarled, sounding furious with himself for handing power over to me.

      Closing his big hand over mine, he fisted his shaft, controlling my hand with his.

      "You have my word." Keeping one hand roughly clamped down on my hip to keep my body in place, he continued to stroke himself off with the other, with the thick head of his cock brushing against my pussy lips. "No one else."

      "Good wolf," I praised breathily, reveling in the feel of our hands working together to get him off. "I'll make it worth your while."

      "You already make life worthwhile for me," he replied, leaning back against the cushions at his back. "Now, fuck my mouth with your tongue like the bad lamb you are. Show your wolf what he has to look forward to."

      "I'm not done negotiating," I moaned, shifting my hips closer to his, secretly praying for him to slip up and lose control. "I want something else from you."

      "You want, want, want," he growled, working himself over with quicker, rougher strokes. "You take, take, take, corderito. This is not the way it works in our world. Women do not make such demands."

      "We've never followed their rules," I moaned, rocking against him. "I'm seventeen now, and you're almost twenty. We're old enough to do this, Trig. You need to speak to your father. Claim me. Initiate me. And get us the hell out of here!"

      "Not a chance." He shook his head and hissed out a sexy as hell growl. "I am not taking you anywhere near that room until I have no choice. I still have time. He gave me until your eighteenth birthday."

      "No. That's almost a whole year away." Licking my lips, I rocked my hips, whimpering when his cock slid achingly close to my slit. "I can't wait that long." I moaned again, uncaring of the other people around us. "I'll die if you make me wait any longer."

      "You are determined to fuck everything up for me," he snarled, pumping his cock so hard that my body vibrated from the friction shooting up my arm. A flood of pre-cum trickled from the head and he hissed out a snarl. "Fuck –"

      Growling, he gripped my hip painfully tight, aimed his cock at my pussy lips, and came hard, shooting his cum all over my pussy.

      “Eighteen,” he offered gruffly, reaching a hand between us to finger his release into my tight hole. “I will not bend,” he hissed, continuing to push his seed deep inside me. “End of discussion, mi reina…"

      

      I was losing my fucking mind in this room, combing through every memory I had of Trigger Laperro, ranging from the very first day I saw him in the courtyard of his father's estate, to the last time he fucked me – this morning.

      In the shower.

      Twice.

      Several weeks had passed since the incident downstairs and I hadn't stepped foot outside the protective barrier of Trigger's personal living quarters since– quarters that were guarded night and day by his men.

      He refused to speak to me about what happened in the meeting, but I knew his father had something to do with it.

      It was a test of some sort.

      And I had a sick feeling that I passed.

      Deep down inside, I knew my being locked up in here was a direct result of what happened that day, it was Trig's way of protecting me, but I felt like a glorified prisoner.

      I couldn’t breathe all day long and the only reprieve I got was when he crawled into bed at night and fucked me to sleep.

      Yeah, I was so pathetic that I craved my captor’s touch.

      Having him inside of my body, stretching me out… it was all I could think about.

      We went about our twisted routine in a sick unison of silence.

      By day, Trig played his role of big-man gangster in his father's underworld of crime, and by night, I played mine.

      Whore to the bastard prince.

      I didn’t have friends to distract me from my life.

      I didn’t have a life, period.

      I could count on one hand the number of times I had left the estate in the past two years.

      Twice.

      After Trigger left me behind, everything went pretty dark and the day trips and excursions from the estate had swiftly demised.

      All I had in life was my books and my thoughts.

      And him.

      Okay, so I guess I had Patrice, too, considering he guarded me when my intended was out, but that was a bust since he was still holding a grudge on behalf of his precious jefe.

      Whenever I tried to spark up a conversation with the hulking bodyguard, he always responded with one-word grunts or, worse, he didn’t answer at all.

      He was a real catch, that guy.

      Lonely, I fell back into the habit of watching Trig constantly. Obsessed with every single detail of my childhood-sweetheart-turned-enemy, I found myself honing in on everything about him, from his choice of socks each morning, to the way he shaved his jaw, to the sounds he made when he was coming hard inside of me.

      I stalked him like a madwoman, never truly knowing what I was planning to do next. I couldn’t seem to garner control over my emotions, never quite sure of whether I wanted to fight him or fuck him.

      Deranged would be the favored word to describe my current mental state.

      I found myself going over every memory I had of us; the bad, the worse, and the downright bloody – and there had been a lot of bloody over the years.

      His shoulder had an Ashton-shaped scar and I wasn't sorry.

      He raped me and I stabbed him.

      He held me down in front of his father and I held a gun to his head.

      It was a tiny sliver of retaliation he'd allowed me to have.

      Because I knew Trigger had given me that – he had allowed me to take revenge on him – and that infuriated me the most.

      He never brought it up again, though. He never mentioned what I did to him that night – not even when he made me mad, taunting me with his mind games of other whores, and I poked him in his Ashton-inflicted cut.

      He was a clever wolf.

      Now, we were living side by side, not as man and wife like I had always hoped.

      No, now we were mobster and whore.

      I had his protection and he had my body. It was a decent exchange given the world I had been born into.

      Most women in my position would be eternally grateful to be claimed by a man that didn’t beat or loan their bodies out.

      Most women would be grateful for the sanctuary of a safe haven with their own guard.

      I was not most women.

      I was not satisfied with being his live-in whore when I had once been his equal.

      "Your doing, not mine…"

      Today was Saturday, and like every other Saturday that had passed since we met nine years ago, Trigger dressed in his finest suit, ready for confession.

      Concealing his gun holster, he combed his black hair into slick, sexy-as-hell submission, placed an ancient set of rosary beads in his shirt pocket, and grabbed his prayer book from the drawer of his nightstand.

      Trig offered me a devilish wink and, without another word, moved for the door, leaving me on his bed, staring after him.

      "Wait!" I called out, scrambling off the bed and hurrying after him. "I want to come with you."

      Not bothering to answer me, he snatched a set of keys from Patrice and continued a conversation with him in the doorway of the bedroom.

      "Yo sabes lo que tienes que hacer. No dejes a nadie a dentro o afuera de esta habitación. Si él viene, envíalo lejos. Si él persiste, llámame."

      "You already know what to do. Do not let anyone in or out of this room. If he comes, send him away. If he persists, call me," I parroted their conversation back to them in English, word for word. "Fools, why bother speaking in a different language when you know I can translate?"

      "Ella es un dolor en el culo," Patrice grumbled.

      I rolled my eyes.

      "Sí," Trig chuckled. "Ella es."

      "Tell this asshole that I can understand every word he says. Tell him that his precious jefe taught me," I growled, vibrating with frustration, as I tugged on his arm like a freaking toddler demanding attention. "And maybe I wouldn't be such a pain in the ass – as he so-kindly put it – if you stopped ignoring me!"

      Trig's lips twitched and I could tell that he was fighting a smile. Finally, he turned his attention to me. "Yes, corderito?" His eyes twinkled with amusement. "How can I please you today?"

      "Take me with you," I whined, craning my neck back to look up at his sickeningly handsome face. The instant his dark eyes locked on mine, my clit throbbed with excitement. I was disgusting. "Please," I added, tightening my hold on his arm. "I'm bored."

      "You do not pray," he stated, watching me with an amused expression. "Why do you wish to come to mass?"

      "Because I want to come, that's why," I huffed, folding my arms across my chest. "Can I come or not?"

      He smirked down at me. "Not."

      Irritation rose to life inside of me. "I'm not a dog, Trig. You can't just leave me here in this room all day and come home to pet me at night."

      "Would you like me to fuck you like a dog, sweetheart?" he asked softly, trailing his finger down my cheek. "When I come home to pet you tonight?"

      A flood of heat filled my body, pussy clenching with need. "That's not funny," I breathed, not caring that his ape of a henchmen was standing beside us. "I'm bored and I want out of this damn room, Trig."

      "And you want me to get you out? To entertain you?" he asked, smug smile still firmly in place. "You want me to save you again, corderito?"

      Bristling, I resisted the urge to reach up and poke his shoulder. "Just take me."

      "Take you? I need to pray, corderito," he shot back. "I cannot fuck right now."

      "You know what I meant," I ground out through clenched teeth.

      "Yes, I know." Taking my chin between his thumb and forefinger, he tipped my face up to his and said, "Now, be a good little lamb for my man," before pressing a featherlight kiss to my lips and sauntering away. "And I will see you on your knees tonight."

      "I hate you!" I screamed after him, both furious and aroused.  "Wait –" Hurrying after him, I grabbed his hand. "Are you really going to church?"

      "Where else would I be going?" he chuckled.

      "Fucking whores," I spat out. "Are you?"

      "Am I fucking whores?" Tilting his head to one side, he let out an exaggerated sigh. "Not presently."

      I narrowed my eyes. "I will kill you."

      Chuckling, he shook his head and pulled free from my grasp. "Practice your barking for me, corderito," he called over his shoulder. "And take a nap. You won't be sleeping much tonight."

      "Mantener a mi esposa a salvo," he told Patrice. "No le pongas un dedo encima. No en enojo ni en lujuria."

      The door closed behind him and I let out a scream. "Bastard!"

      A loud snort came from Patrice and I swung my gaze to glare at him.

      "Oh, you'll be laughing," I seethed, moving for the closet. "When he realizes what you've done."

      Patrice's brows furrowed. "I, uh, no comprendo?"

      "Grab your keys, home-boy," I hissed. "We're following your jefe, and if he's stepping out on me, I'm going cut both of your cocks off and feed them to each other. Comprendo that!"
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      "Jefe is... as they say…done to kill you," Patrice warned when he pulled the Bentley up outside St. Marco's Cathedral forty minutes later, after an intense showdown in which I had threatened the poor man with every dirty trick in the book.

      False accusations.

      Body dismemberment.

      Lies.

      Tears.

      When none of that worked, I'd lunged for the door and shocked the both of us when he didn’t physically restrain me.

      "No le pongas un dedo encima. No en enojo ni en lujuria," Trig had instructed.

      Do not put a finger on her… Not in anger or in lust.

      Patrice followed his orders to the letter.

      "And Patrice," he grumbled, sparking up a cigarette from his perch in the driver's seat. "Jefe kill Patrice."

      Rolling my eyes, I unfastened my seatbelt and reached for the door. "Don’t worry," I coaxed, pushing the door open and climbing out. "I'll protect you from the wolf."

      "Perra loca," Patrice grumbled, shaking his head. "Panocha peligroso."

      Crazy bitch.

      Dangerous pussy.

      Deciding against standing around and arguing with the over-sized hulk, I closed the car door and hurried through the arched doorway of the church.

      Breathing in the smell of incense and old people, I slipped through the heavy double doors and into the almost-empty church.

      Candles were lit everywhere, and the peace that encompassed my body was potent.

      Shivering, I slowly made my way to the altar, passing rows of empty pews, eyes roaming over every straggler I passed in search of Trig.

      My body was on high alert, my heart pounding harder with every step I took.

      I couldn’t see him and it was making me feel ridiculously frantic.

      This is unhealthy, my mind tried to bargain. You need to stop with this obsession.

      I couldn't.

      I was driven out of my fucking mind with jealously and the thought of him with another woman made me want to scream, right here, in the middle of the church.

      Taking a left at the front of the altar, I moved for the next row of pews, only to freeze on the spot when I watched Trig step inside the small, wooden confession booth and close the door behind him.

      Relief and hunger roared to life inside of me. Feeling frantic, I glanced around the church and found the priest – the exact same priest from the estate – sitting with a weeping woman a few rows back from the altar.

      Moving on instinct and burning curiosity, I hurried over to the confession booth and slipped inside the door next to the one Trig had entered.

      Closing the door shut behind me, I sank down on the hard, wooden bench, breathing hard and fast in the darkness of the small confinement.

      "¿Padre, estás ahí?" I heard Trig ask from behind the partition separating us and I slapped a hand over my mouth, panicked.

      Father, are you there?

      Brain on overdrive, I did the only thing I could in the moment; I reached forward and lifted the tiny window shutter.

      A tiny stream of light streamed through the little paperback sized shutter.

      "He estado teniendo antojos, padre," he began to speak and I sagged in relief, shoulders drooping. "Antojos sexuales con una mujer. Con varias mujeres. No puedo conseguir suficiente panocha."

      …I've been having cravings, father. Sexual cravings with a woman. With several women. I can't get enough pussy...

      I stiffened, horrified.

      Trig continued, "Quiero follar cada minuto del día. Quiero poner mi polla en cada puta que encuentre. Tengo una puta en casa. Ella me pertenece, padre."

      …I want to fuck every minute of the day. I want to put my cock in every whore I find. But I have a whore of my own at home. She belongs to me, father…

      Furious, I balled my hands into fists, hardly able to hear him through the thundering of my pulse.

      "Soy dueño de su cuerpo, pero ella es demasiado pequeña para mí. Su panocha es demasiado apretado para tomar mi polla como necesito. Pero deberías ver cuando mi puta está chupando mi polla arrodillada.”

      …I own her body, but she is too small for me. Her pussy is too tight to take my cock like I need. But you should see when my whore is sucking my cock on her knees…

      He made a low groaning sound and my mouth fell open. "Grande labios rojos alrededor de mi eje," he drawled huskily. "Cristo, padre, me estoy poniendo duro solo de pensar en los pechos pequeños de mi puta. Tal vez debería compartir mi puta con mis hombres para estirar su pequeño coño virgen para mí."

      …Big red lips around my shaft...  Christ, father, I'm getting hard just thinking about my bitch's small breasts. Maybe I should share my slut with my men to stretch out her little, virgin pussy for me…

      Nuh-uh.

      Oh hell no!

      I'd heard more than enough.

      Bastard!

      Springing to my feet, I moved for the door, only to yelp in surprise when a hand shot through the window shutter and clamped around my wrist.

      "Did you think that I did not know it was you, corderito?" Trig purred, tightening his hold on my wrist. "I can smell you anywhere."

      "Wh-what?"

      "You have a scent," he growled thickly. "Unlike any other woman. A wolf can always tell when his lamb is near."

      Well shit.

      "Why did you follow me?" he demanded then, keeping ahold of my hand. "Hmm?"

      "I thought you were –"

      "You thought I was fucking whores?" he filled in, sounding amused. "You came to the wrong location for that particular rouse. Next time you want to catch me in the act, try a whorehouse."

      "You bastard," I hissed, digging my nails into his wrist. "I'm going to –"

      "Kill me?" He sounded amused. "Sí, and I am going to fuck you to death."

      My mouth fell open. "Over my dead body."

      "No, corderito…" He released my hand, and moments later, the door sprang open and I was being dragged out of the priest's confessional section and pulled into his. "You will be over my very much alive body," he growled, closing the door and cloaking us in semi-darkness. He sank down on the bench in front of me. "With my cock buried inside of you."

      Trembling from head to toe, I sagged against the partition as he pushed my pencil skirt up to pool at my hips and made short work of my panties.

      "Spread your legs for me," he ordered, sounding furious. "Now, corderito."

      Panting, I did as I was told, baring myself to him. "Trig –"

      "I am going to fuck you in my God's house," he snarled, burying his face between my thighs. "Because you are a devil woman and this is what you do to me."

      Hitching one of my thighs over his shoulder, he started to feast on me, licking and sucking like a starved man at a banquet.

      "You make me weak." He speared me with his tongue. "You make me so hungry that I cannot think of anything other than your tight, little pussy around my cock." Growling, he plunged a finger deep inside me. "You are a bad fucking woman for me." He pushed another finger inside me. "And I cannot keep you out of my head."

      "Fuck," I cried out, arching my hips into his face. "Jesus fucking Christ – ouch!" I cried out when he bit down on my clit.

      "It is in poor taste to take the lord's name in vain, corderito," he explained, soothing my clit with his tongue. "Bad little lamb."

      "You wanna talk about poor taste?" I strangled out, writhing against his face in the tiny space we were in. "You're licking me out in a church."

      "I am going to fuck you in a church," he corrected. "This is just a preview." With that, he ripped his hands and mouth away and reached for his belt. "Are you going to show me how much you hate me, sweetheart?" he purred, pushing his slacks down his hips and freeing his erection. "Are you going to ride my cock and tell me all the terrible things I do to you?"

      Exhaling raggedly, I lunged for his lap, straddling his hips.

      "I do hate you," I moaned, crushing my lips to his and tasting myself on his tongue. "So much," I breathed, sliding my tongue into his mouth. "Bad wolf," I groaned against his lips.

      "Oh, I know…" he crooned, guiding his cock into my tight hole. "You tell me all about it, mi reina." Hands moving to my hips, he dragged me down on his lap, impaling me with his thick shaft. "That's it," he coaxed when I cried out achingly loudly. "Shh, my little lamb. Nice and quiet for your wolf." Bouncing me up and down on his hard cock, he trailed his tongue down my neck, sinking his teeth into my shoulder. "Now, tell me all about the bad man with his cock inside you."

      "Fuck me," I cried out, moving faster on top of him, as the familiar sparks of pleasure rippled and grew inside of me. "Fuck me harder… Jesus… Please."

      "Ah-ah," he tutted, scolding me. Knotting a hand in my hair, he roughly tugged my head back, baring my neck to him. "What did I tell you about taking the lord's name in vain?"

      "I'm a bad lamb," I whimpered, when he bit down on my neck. "Own my pussy."

      "Oh, corderito," he growled, fucking me harder now. "I have always owned your pussy."

      "Hmm." Nodding like a deranged lunatic, I bounced vigorously on his lap, desperate for friction.

      "Love me again," he whispered before pressing a fierce kiss to my lips. "I dare you."

      "No," I breathed against his lips, wrapping my arms around his neck and clinging to his big body. "I hate you."

      "Bad lamb," he chuckled and then punished me with a wicked rhythm of frantic fucking. "Reina malvada."

      The sound of a door clicking filled my ears then, followed by a man's voice. "Tienes un mensaje para mi, Salvatore?"

      You have a message for me, Salvatore.

      Freezing on top of his lap, filled with his cock, I gaped down at Trig in horror.

      "Oh god," I mouthed. "The priest."

      The priest was here.

      The freaking priest!

      "Hoy no hay mensajes, padre." Smirking, Trig clamped his hands down on my hips, continuing to rock me onto his cock. "Vine a confesar mis pecados hoy."

      There are no messages today, father, I mentally translated Trig's response. I came to confess my sins.

      "Yeah fucking right," I mouthed to my lover, "confess your sins while your dicking me –"

      He thrust roughly inside of me and I had to bite back a scream.

      Aroused, my eyes rolled back as a throaty moan escaped my lips.

      "Bad lamb," he whispered in my ear. "Shh."

      Trailing his tongue over my bottom lip, he lifted me off his cock and turned me in his arms so that I, too, was facing the partition separating us from the priest.

      "Bendíceme padre porque he pecado," Trig said, addressing the priest, as he lowered me back down on his cock.

      Bless me, father, for I have sinned.

      "Han pasado siete días desde mi última confesión," he added, drawing my back to his chest, still thrusting deep inside me. "Todavía estoy fascinado por la bruja."

      Seven days have passed since my last confession and I am still fascinated by the witch.

      Clamping one hand over my mouth, he reached between my legs with the other. "Trig," I breathed, but his hand swallowed up the sound.

      "Ella me lleva por un mal camino." Nuzzling my neck with his nose, he tugged on my earlobe. "En la tentación."

      She leads me astray…into temptation.

      He pinched my clit and I came apart in his arms, body spasming violently, pussy contracting tightly around him.

      Hissing out a sharp breath, I felt him come inside me, filling me up with his hot seed. "No puedo alejarme de ella," Trig managed to hiss as he continued to ride his orgasm as my pussy milked him dry.

      I cannot keep away from her.

      Grabbing my chin in his hand, he turned my face to his and captured my lips, fucking my mouth with his tongue as his hips slowed to a gentle rocking rhythm.

      Trembling, I sagged against his chest, nuzzling his nose with mine, and pressing lazy pecks to his lips.

      "Cual es mi penitencia, padre?" he asked the priest gruffly, but kept his eyes locked on mine. "¿Crees que puedo ser salvo?"

      What is my penance, father?

      Do you think I can be saved?
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      Thoroughly fucked and deliciously sated, I lazed in the backseat of the Bentley, with my head on Trigger's lap, and his perfectly rolled joint pursed between my lips.

      Even though he had his Ray Bans on, I could tell he was watching me.

      High or not, I could feel his stare right down to my bones and it thrilled me.

      Waiting until my lungs were full of smoke, Trigger slowly withdrew the joint from my lips before pressing it between his.

      "I fucking love fucking," I breathed, blowing a cloud of smoke into his face. High off of weed and drunk off the hard fuck he'd given me in the church confession box, I laughed to myself. "You hate-fuck me so good, Trig."

      Leaning in close to my face, he exhaled the smoke from his lungs into mine and grinned. "Bad lamb."

      Baring my teeth, I playfully snapped my teeth. "Bad wolf."

      "Aye, aye, aye," Patrice grumbled from the driver's seat. "All of the animals fucking…makes for mucho confusing."

      "Confusion," I corrected before reaching up to capture his jefe's lips.

      Our drug-fueled kiss was all tongue and teeth and I fucking loved it almost as much as I hated him.

      Reveling in the flavors on his tongue, I moaned into his mouth, wanting nothing more than to have him inside of me again.

      Uncaring of Patrice's presence, uncaring of anything at all, I twisted onto my stomach and crawled onto his lap.

      "Want me again," I breathed against his lips, as my hands moved for the buckle of his belt. "Keep me, own me, and make me your queen."

      "I already own you," came his hungered replied as he reached between us and pushed his pants down his hips and freed his hard cock. "Now, please your king, mi reina."

      Too aroused to think clearly, I pushed my panties aside and sank down on his thick crown. My clit was swollen, my pussy was sore from being overfucked, but it didn’t stop me from taking Trigger back into my body.

      In this moment, and with my current state of mind, I wanted to ride his dick until my lungs burst and my heart stopped beating.

      "Want me again," he demanded huskily, repeating my earlier pleas. Hooking one strong arm around my waist, he fucked me harder than ever, hips thrusting in a relentless upwards rhythm, until my head was hammering against the roof of the car. "Love me again."

      "I love this dick!" I cried out, planting my palms on the roof to brace myself against his manic fucking. "Oh fuck, Trig, I love this dick."

      A guttural snarl of approval ripped from his chest.

      "Feel me break you in," he growled, bouncing my hips up and down on his lap. "Get acquainted with my cock, corderito, because it is the only one you will take into your body."

      "Good," I half-hissed, half-screamed, as my need and desperation for this cruel man threatened to consume me. "Fuck, Trig, don’t ever stop –"

      A scream ripped from my throat just as the car door swung open and the orgasm I had been chasing rocketed through my body.

      Jerking and twitching violently, I rode the wave of bliss, all while my clouded brain tried to make sense of what was happening.

      Several of Fabio's armed heavies swarmed us and it wasn't until that exact moment that I realized we were back.

      Back at the estate.

      Back to reality.

      Back to hell.
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      The electricity supply to the compound was out, not from the force of the storm raging outside, but as a security measure.

      There was a war waging just outside my window, and blood was spraying down on the cobbled courtyard quicker than the pelting rain, joined by shells and lifeless corpses.

      The walls of Fabio's private estate had been breached, and it was a complete bloodbath out there.

      The moment the sirens alarmed, the estate had been doused in darkness, protecting the contents hidden inside from prying eyes.

      The compound was in lockdown, with every room in the house automatically locking shut through the so-called system.

      The whores were safely tucked away in their cages, while the men went to war outside.

      Everyone was exactly where they were supposed to be, with the exception of, well, me.

      I wasn’t fearful of the mayhem unfolding before my eyes, though.

      I was captivated.

      Enemies, lovers, kings and clowns, in the end, they all fall down...

      I smiled to myself, reciting my poem over and over until I felt high off the smell of death.

      From my perch behind the thick, dark curtain in the living room area of his quarters, I watched, mesmerized, as bullets flew through the air.

      Some claimed and imbedded themselves inside the flesh of men.

      Others cracked against the walls of the out buildings and front exterior of the mansion.

      Fabio had climbed into bed with an elusive, on-the-rise Mexican drug lord, straying from his usual associates, and this fine display of bloodshed was a result of a multi-million-dollar drug cartel gone pear-shaped.

      Everyone on the ladder was involved, from falcons to hitmen, lieutenants to Fabio himself.

      Fuck, even Jet was out there somewhere, crying like a bitch into his AR-15.

      It was a goddamn waste to give him such power.

      I rolled my eyes at the thought.

      Now, put that in my hands and I could move some mountains.

      Alas, my possession of a pussy held its own restrictions, keeping me shackled to the mansion.

      Still, there was more to power than physical strength and my mind was a fortress, containing more secrets and knowledge than any of these stupid men could comprehend.

      It's happening tonight, I mused. The army is rising.

      With my hands clasped behind my back, I silently reveled in the pleasure coursing through my veins as Fabio and his men rained hell down on their so-called traitors.

      He had been betrayed by the Mexican SLUR cartel, three million dollars' worth of brown powdered betrayal, and he was out for their king's blood.

      Or so he thought.

      My lips twitched at the notion.

      He was searching for a king to kill.

      He should have been searching for a queen.

      He needed to start reading between the lines.

      S.L.U.R

      Se levantará una reina.

      A queen will rise.

      A bullet whizzed past my face then, shattering the pane of glass and sprinkling shards all over my nightdress. I knew exactly who sent that bullet my way and excitement bubbled inside of me.

      He was out there somewhere in the darkness, moving like a ghost, like a warrior, and it thrilled me.

      My warrior.

      My soldier.

      Mi rey.

      That single bullet was a message from my king.

      It's time.

      Dropping to my hands and knees, I crawled across the floor, moving over shattered glass and splinters of wood, not stopping until my hand was curled around the door handle.

      Hand steady as a rock, I waited until I heard the signal of three more shots in quick succession and then I turned the handle.

      It clicked and opened.

      Bingo.

      I grinned before silently pulling it open and creeping into the darkness.

      Climbing to my feet, I moved on both instinct and memory, ghosting through the hallways like my body wasn't a physical being, and in this moment, it wasn't.

      Drunk off power and laden down with more hope than I'd felt in years, I followed protocol, with only one objective in mind; complete my mission and please my king.

      Light on my feet and without the threat of security cameras tracking my movements, I headed straight for the lair.

      Keeping my back to the door, I reached into the waistband of my panties and extracted my faithful dagger.

      The odds of running into a Crellid guard when their king was outside and needed their protection was slim, but I remained cautious, with my killer instinct soaring high.

      Counting down from ten, I waited for the familiar three-shot signal before I tested the door.

      Fucking Patrice and his dumb ass signals.

      Stupid Fabio and his so-called impenetrable alarm system.

      When the shots came, I wasted no time in turning the knob and slipped inside the room where I'd witnessed more bloodshed than was currently coating the ground outside.

      Like I predicted, there was no guard to handle, but there was a whore to contend with.

      Aw shit.

      Stifling a frustrated growl when I spotted her through the moonlight, strapped to a bed, I ignored her entirely and went straight for his desk.

      She whimpered and pleaded with me, begging me for things I could not give her, and making my patience wear thin.

      This bitch needed to fuck right off.

      I had a job to do.

      I was getting myself the hell out of here.

      Her life meant nothing to me.

      It couldn’t.

      If I allowed myself to feel for her, I would bend and crack under the crippling weight of my morbid reality.

      Therefore, I hunted for the flash drive I had been instructed to find and dutifully ignored her pleas.

      Carefully opening and closing drawer after drawer, I finally found what I'd come for.

      Sagging in relief, I plucked the flash drive from the drawer and replaced it with the dummy one stuffed inside my panties.

      Childish as it was, I couldn’t resist rubbing the dummy stick between my ass cheeks before tossing it into drawer and pocketing the real one in my undies.

      "I hope you get pink eye, you prick," I mouthed, glaring at his huge, throne-like chair.

      Three more gunshots alerted me that it was time to move.

      Rolling my shoulders, I inhaled a steadying breath through my nose, retrieved my dagger from where I'd set it down on his desk, and moved for the door.

      "Wait!" the whore choked out, head thrashing wildly from side to side as she tried to dislodge her blindfold. "Please don’t leave me."

      Clenching my teeth, I forced myself to not react like I wanted to.

      Masking my horror with agitation, I threw myself head first into my irritation.

      It was safer.

      It was sensible.

      Ignoring her, I padded to the door, mission almost complete. I only had one more thing to do.

      One order left to obey.

      Return safely to him.

      And I intended to do just that.

      "Heiress whore, I know it's you," she continued to wail, sobbing and pulling against the restraints that bound her hands and feet to the bed. "I can smell your perfume."

      Well, shit.

      That wasn't good.

      "You smell better than the rest of us."

      Well, of course I do, I wanted to say. I'm not a whore.

      "Kill me," she hurried to say, sensing that she had captured my attention. "Please…" Panting, she licked her lips and exhaled shakily. "Just put me down."

      I stiffened. "No."

      "Please."

      "No."

      "Why not?" she demanded. "You've killed before. You're no angel."

      "Because I don’t feel like it," was all I replied.

      "You are such a fucking teenager," she hissed. "Dammit to hell."

      I rolled my eyes. "Bye bitch."

      "Wait!" She wailed loudly and thrashed against her restraints. "I'm being enslaved," she screamed. "And you don’t care."

      "We're all slaves," I reminded her. "Luckily for you and the other whores downstairs, your suffering will be short-lived. Your slavery will last a few more years and then your bodies will give out from disease or exhaustion. I will be kept alive for much longer." I narrowed my eyes. "You are here to be fucked. I am here to be both fucked and bred." She sucked in a sharp breath. "I'm a vessel," I continued. "To breed the scum of The Order. As many as my womb can produce. And then I will be milked like a cow for nourishment before they take their children from me and breed me again. Rape. Produce. Repeat. Repeat. Repeat. Repeat. Until I am nothing."

      "You think that's worse?" she demanded hoarsely. "You have no fucking idea, princess. No goddamn clue. You're pampered and indulged. Wait until you come of age. You'll pray for death just like me, and I hope like fuck that no one shows you mercy!"

      "Whatever. Enjoy getting fucked in the ass, whore," I countered and moved for the door.

      "Wait – wait. I was in the room that night," she cried out. "When you cut that girl's throat for touching your prince. When she gave him pleasure."

      My lip curled up at the memory. "Fuck you."

      "You didn’t hesitate when you took her life," she continued to sob. "Please don't hesitate now."

      "Why should I kill you?" I questioned, tone level, brow arched. "What could I possibly gain from taking your life?"

      "Because I'm a woman," she choked out. "Your own kind. Show some loyalty." She yanked hard on her restraints again. "I had a family once." A broken sob tore from her chest. "People who loved me, and now I'm nothing!"

      "I don’t have a kind," I was quick to tell her. "Or a family. My mother abandoned me during infancy and my father gift-wrapped my body to the devil himself. No woman has ever risked shit for me and every man I have ever met has either tried to rape or murder me. I have been beaten and abused, betrayed and tortured by both sides of the spectrum. I learned from a very young age to only show loyalty to the deserving." I looked her over. "And you are not deserving of my loyalty."

      "How can you say that?" she cried out, clearly frustrated with me. "You don't even know me."

      "Exactly," I deadpanned. "And you don’t know me. But here you are, making demands on my time that you have no right to make. Who are you to ask anything of me? What have you or any of the other whores ever done for me – besides mock and taunt me and try to take what's mine?"

      "You're heartless," she strangled out.

      "Possibly," I agreed. "But I'm a survivor first and foremost."

      "You have to feel something," she sobbed. "Everyone feels something for someone. It's human nature!"

      "Yes," I agreed. "That is true."

      "And?"

      I stared blankly. "And what?"

      "And what do you feel for?" she pushed. "What do you have in your life, heiress whore?"

      I shrugged simply. "I have a king."

      "The bastard prince," she whispered. "You're loyal to him." She sniffled. "And you trust him? A Crellid? You truly believe he'll treat you better than all the others?"

      "Yes," I replied without an ounce of hesitation.

      "Because you're his little princess," she sneered.

      "No," I replied evenly. "Because I'm his queen."

      "You're living in a fairytale." She choked out a humorless laugh. "You're on cloud fucking nine if you believe Trigger Laperro– or any of those pricks – will bow to a woman. He's his father's son, and you're a foolish child for putting your trust in him!"

      "Careful," I warned, hackles rising as a wave of possessiveness swept through me. "Be very careful."

      "Anonymity," she offered then, surprising me with how well-spoken and crafty she appeared to be. "If you kill me, then he'll never know you were in here tonight. I won't be able to talk. But if you walk out of this room without giving me what I want, I'll throw you to the wolves faster than you can call your precious prince for help, and you can join the rest of us in hell."

      Fuck, she was right.

      "You're a strange woman." I tilted my head to one-side, impressed by her bravery. "And you want to die?"

      "More than anything," she whispered.

      "Are you sure?"

      "Positive."

      Three more gun shots went off, sending a spark of anxiety through my body.

      Patrice.

      I was running out of time.

      Making a split decision, I pocketed my dagger into the waistband of my panties and moved for the bed.

      "Okay." Climbing onto the mattress, I straddled her bare hips and sighed. "I'll give you this."

      She whimpered beneath me and released a ragged breath. "Thank you."

      Not wanting to delay the inevitable and desperate to get back to him, I hovered over her and placed both hands over her mouth and nose.

      Holding my breath right along with her, I watched as she remained perfectly still beneath me for the longest moment.

      Finally, after nearly two minutes, her survival instincts kicked in, and she began to thrash against me.

      "Shh, it's okay," I whispered, leaning close to her ear, allowing myself to feel my humanity for a couple of minutes. "You're a bird and you're about to fly home." She continued to thrash, weaker now. "You'll fly away from these monsters. You'll leave them all behind. They can't reach you in the sky," I soothed, nuzzling her cheek with my nose. "You're going back to your family." Her body jerked violently beneath me. "They'll hold you in their arms and you'll be warm and safe and loved." I closed my eyes, feeling the life slowly drain out of her. "And you'll feel no more pain. You'll be free." She stopped moving. "Your body will belong to you again." I pressed a kiss to her cheek. "Fly home."

      Cautiously, I removed my hands from her mouth and nose and checked her pulse.

      Nothing.

      Lifeless.

      She was home.

      A door slammed loudly.

      "What the fuck are you doing?" a familiar voice demanded from behind me.

      Aw shit.

      Casting a glance over my shoulder, I locked eyes on none other than Jethro.

      Springing into action, I climbed off the girl, pushing my nightdress down as I moved.

      "I heard her screaming for help," I lied coolly. "I tried to revive her, but she's gone." I shrugged. "Heart attack."

      He arched a disbelieving brow. "Do you honestly expect me to believe that?"

      I narrowed my eyes. "Yes, I do." Circling him like a predator would its prey, I reached for my dagger and lunged. Jet's eyes widened when I pinned him to the wall, blade pressed to his throat. "Do you believe me now, Jet?"

      He nodded slowly. "Yes."

      "Good," I whispered, trailing the tip of the blade down his throat. "You're so pretty, Jethro." Smiling, I reached up and nicked his cheek with my blade. "It would be an awful shame to see that pretty face all cut up."

      "You're not this person, Ash," he whispered, eyes laced with pain. "My brother is bad for you. He's corrupting your mind."

      "No." Shaking my head, I giggled softly. "Your family corrupted me." Sighing in contentment, I traced his jaw with the blade, tilting my head to one-side when a small line of blood broke the surface of his skin. "Your brother freed me."

      "I'm a safer bet for you," he whispered back. "I can protect you. I'll still do it for you."

      "You don’t even like me like that," I giggled. "Don’t worry." I winked. "I can keep a secret."

      His eyes flared with emotion. "You just murdered someone and you're making jokes?" He gaped at me like I was a stranger. "What happened to you?"

      "Life happened." I shrugged. "And heart attack, remember?"

      Jet sighed in defeat. "Heart attack."

      "Thanks, friend," I cooed, slapping his cheek. "You know the drill. You keep my secrets and I'll keep yours."

      "He's going to get you killed. Or you'll get him killed. Or you'll both end up killing each other because you're both fucking insane," he told me. "Either way, you're losing your mind in him, Ashton. It's not safe, and it won't end well."

      I tilted my head to one-side. "What does it feel like – to be taken by a man? Will I enjoy it?" My eyes danced with excitement. "Do you think he'll give in and take me before my initiation?"

      Jet gaped at me. "Are you even listening to me?"

      I smiled back at him. "Nope."

      He sighed heavily. "Just go. He's probably back by now and waiting for you. He'll burn the whole damn estate down if he can't find you. Shit, he'll probably kill me for talking to you."

      Heat pooled deep inside of me and I quickly turned on my heels, moving for the door.

      "Ash, you need to be careful. You're getting sloppy. And don’t tell him I spoke to you," Jet called after me, but I didn’t bother to respond.

      I was too busy racing down the hallways to get back to Trig.

      He would be back soon and I wanted to be there waiting for him.

      I ached when we were apart for too long and going an entire day without smelling, tasting, or touching him was agony.

      The closer I got to his quarters, the more lightheaded I felt.

      Trembling when I reached his door, I quickly let myself inside.

      The minute I had the door closed, he was on me.

      "Corderito." His big body pinned me to the door. His blood-soaked hands moved to my hips, lips brushing against my neck. "Mi reina."

      "Hmm." Shivering, I leaned heavily against him and reached up to hook an arm around his neck. "Mi rey."

      "You are late." His voice was deep and gruff as his teeth tugged on the flesh covering my artery. "Bad lamb."

      A shiver of pleasure coursed through me. "Bad wolf."

      "Did I please my queen tonight?"

      Nodding weakly, I took his big hand in mine and pushed it up my bare thigh. "Yes." Exhaling a ragged breath, I pushed his hand into my panties. "Did I please my king?"

      A deep growl of appreciation rolled through him and I felt his fingers trace my slit before he slowly removed his hand, taking the memory stick with him.

      "Sí." He pressed a feather light kiss to my collarbone before stepping back. "As always."

      Chest heaving from the lack of contact, I spun around and leaned heavily against the door, watching Trig as he moved for the loose floorboard in the corner of the room. "How many did we lose tonight?"

      Wordlessly, he knelt down and hooked his pinky finger into the tiny hole in the floor, pulling up the board an inch to slide the memory stick inside.

      Finally, he spoke. "Seven."

      Riveted to the spot, I watched as he slowly rose to his feet and turned to face me. "And them?" I asked, wetting my lips with my tongue. "Give me good news, Trig."

      A slow smile crept across his lips. "Forty-nine of The Order." His eyes darkened. "Forty-nine Crellid-loving scum."

      Relief slammed into me and I grinned back at him. "Herrick, Lotus, and Fracks?" I dared to mention the names of the remaining men from that night. He had been hunting those bastards since he was thirteen years old. Since they raped and murdered his mother right in front of him. "Are your mother's rapists still alive?"

      He shook his head slowly and my heart slammed wildly.

      "It was slow." Reaching behind his head, he pulled his blood-soaked shirt off and tossed it away. "It was painful." His smile faltered. "It was difficult to execute them when we were supposed to be on the same side." His eyes darkened, his memories taking him to a place I hated. "It was not enough."

      His mother's death was the catalyst that had thrown him head-first into this underworld. It was part of the reason we had taken such risks tonight. Watching his mother's barbaric death had snuffed out the humanity in him.

      It was exactly what Fabio had wanted.

      I knew this.

      Altering people's minds was a skill Fabio Crellid had been blessed with.

      However, it had backfired tremendously with this particular son.

      His attempt at evoking an almost Stockholm syndrome mindset in Trigger hadn't worked to the desired effect.

      All Fabio had managed to do was replace the love in his son's heart with hatred, his compassion with violence. He pushed Trig to the darkest part of humanity, to the furthest point in his mind, risking snapping his tether to his humanity on the off-chance that he came back as an impenetrable soldier.

      Trig did come back as a soldier.

      Just not Fabio's soldier.

      And his devotion didn’t belong to Fabio, either.

      It belonged to me.

      "She suffered," Trig continued, lost in his past. "For more days than I have fingers to count." His jaw ticked. "It should be the same for them."

      "Trig –"

      "She hid me because she was trying to stop me from becoming a monster like him." With a pained look in his eyes, he gestured to himself and released a humorless laugh. "She was trying to stop me from becoming what I am tonight." He shrugged almost helplessly. "In the end, it appears that she died for nothing."

      "That's not true." Desire and need had me moving straight for him. "Look at me." Reaching up, I cupped his face between my hands and tugged his face down to mine. "They are burning in hell for what they did to her."

      "You do not believe in hell, corderito," he offered, a smile ghosting his lips once more. "You do not pray to a God."

      "No, but you do," I replied, trailing my thumbs over his cheekbones. "And I believe in you." My tone was full of passion and sincerity. "If you want, we can sneak outside later and burn them?" I offered. "Set fire to their worthless corpses? If it makes you feel better?"

      "You are, as they say, a little crazy like the cuckoo bird," he stated, eyeing me with a hungered expression. "Perfecto."

      The tension slowly eased from his shoulders and he looped his arms around my waist and drew me flush against his big chest.

      "What would my mother say, hmm?" Smirking, he bent his head to press another kiss to my neck, inhaling deeply. "If she knew that her son belonged to a pagan queen?"

      "I can keep a secret," I whispered, arching my neck and pushing up on my tiptoes. "I won't tell."

      "Sí," he agreed, trailing his lips up and down my neck. "You smell like me, corderito."

      "Trig." Shivering, I lowered one of my hands to rest on his chest. "Say it."

      "Say what, corderito?" he teased, lips moving to the curve of my jaw. "What is it that you wish for me to say?"

      "You know what I want," I moaned, feeling my body go limp against his. "Tell me."

      "Tell you that you are my best friend?" he purred, teasing now.

      I shook my head. "Luke warm."

      "That you are my equal?"

      "You're getting warmer," I breathed.

      "That you are my little cuckoo birdie?"

      I scowled at him. "Colder."

      "My bad lamb?"

      I stared blankly.

      He squinted, looking wary. "My good lamb?"

      I eyerolled him. "You're losing me here, Trig."

      He sighed. "How about you are the most terrifying woman I have ever known, and your violent tendencies make me mucho hard?" A small smile ghosted his lips when I didn’t object. "And I will never dishonor you again – or risk another blade to my cock?"

      I arched a brow. "I'm listening."

      "That I will be faithful to you? Now and always?"

      "Yeah, okay." I huffed out a breath. "Warming back up again."

      He smiled. "That I will break the bars around your cage and set you free?"

      I exhaled a ragged breath. "Okay, now you're getting hot."

      "That nothing so beautiful and wild should ever be caged, and that I do not wish to possess you. I only wish to stand beside you as your equal?"

      My eyelids fluttered. "God, Trig –"

      "Te amo," he whispered in my ear before pressing a kiss to my earlobe. "Profundamente." Keeping his arm hooked around me, he walked us into his bedroom. "Desesperadamente." Hitching me up, he carefully lowered me onto his bed and then hovered above me, hands resting on either side of my face. "Siempre." Leaning close, he pressed the lightest of kisses to my lips. "Soy eternamente tuyo, mi reina."

      I love you.

      Deeply.

      Desperately.

      Forever.

      I am eternally yours, my queen.

      Nuzzling my nose with his, he arched back to look into my eyes. "Am I hot enough yet, corderito?"

      "Yeah, Trig." Nodding eagerly, I hooked my arm around his neck. "You're off the charts," I breathed before crashing my lips to his…

      

      Dragging myself from my reverie, I watched from my perch on my cot as Patrice rolled a trolley laden down with supplies into my latest sleeping quarters – a room in the underground level of the compound, alongside the working whores.

      A temporary rush of relief flooded my veins at the sight of my former bodyguard, before my outrage quickly sniffed that out.

      I was too pissed to be relieved.

      I was in trouble.

      I broke the rules.

      I defiled the sacred Crellid code by stepping foot outside of the estate without Fabio's permission.

      And now I was being punished for my crimes, being taught a hard lesson on where a woman ranked in the grand scheme of things.

      At the bottom.

      Lower than the dogs.

      Upon my return from my little excursion to the church, I had been seized by Fabio's guards and snatched away from my glorified owner – who, I presumed, received a glorious scolding for not controlling his unruly whore.

      Worst of all, Trigger didn’t put up a fight when they dragged me, kicking and screaming, off his cock.

      He let them take me.

      He didn’t even bat an eyelid.

      With his seed still dripping from my thighs, he let those men carry me away, not bothering to remove his Ray Bans while he watched them take me.

      He didn’t even flinch.

      He was a cold-hearted, emotionless bastard, with a stone in place of a heart.

      The guards had taken me to the underground level of the compound, where I was left completely unprotected and vulnerable.

      Beaten until I was black and blue and stripped naked, Fabio's guards had then hosed me down with frigid water, washing the fight out of my body, right along with the tiny scrap of dignity I'd been wrestling to hold onto.

      Degraded and numb, I had curled up in a ball on the floor and waited for Trigger to burst into the room and gun the bastards down.

      He never came.

      Instead, I was forced to dress in the standard uniform for the working whores, a lace bra and thong, before being dragged down a narrow, stone corridor and tossed into this very windowless, cage-like room.

      Every night, my door was opened and the guards presented me to potential clients, who, along with the guards, enjoyed terrorizing me until my sanity threatened to snap, before being informed that I was still a claimed whore.

      Apparently, I was still the property of the bastard prince and, until Fabio and Trigger came to an agreement on how to deal with my unacceptable disobedience, I could not be rented or bought.

      Six long days and even longer nights had passed by without so much as a glimpse of Trigger.

      Not once had he come down to see if I was alive or dead, starving or raped, and not once had I stopped plotting my revenge.

      "Jefe send book," Patrice explained in that deep, Latino drawl of his. "Food, water, and blanket."

      "How generous," I hissed, hands balling into fists at my side as I sat in my bra and panties on the rubber mattress. "You can tell your jefe that I'm going to kick his ass."

      A ghost of a smile teased his lips and my fury soared.

      "When am I getting out of here?"

      Dutifully ignoring me, Patrice set the trolley at the end of my bed and stepped back.

      "That's real nice," I called after him, furious. "I'm not worthy of a response because I have a pussy?"

      "You make trouble," he shot back, keeping his tone low. "All the trouble. You no listen. Now look." Shaking his head, he waved a hand at me and spat, "You dead whore. Fabio want dead Ashton."

      My blood turned to ice in my veins as I contemplated his words.

      "He wants me dead?" I swallowed deeply, pulse fluttering anxiously in my throat. "Really?"

      "Sí," he confirmed grimly. "Jefe say no dead Ashton. Fabio say aye, aye, aye. So, Fabio compromiso and say sell Ashton. Jefe say de ninguna manera. Jefe say not fucking happen, papá. So now, they fight." Patrice frowned. "Days and days and they still fight. Again, and again."

      "They're fighting?"

      Another disapproving nod.

      "Fuck," I breathed, clasping my hands together, shoulders sagging in defeat.

      "You pain in ass of jefe," he told me, moving for the door. "Mucho."

      "So, I'm just supposed to stay here?" I demanded, beyond frustrated. "For how long?"

      "Jefe say read book," he replied, pointing to the trolley. "And grow the patience."

      Brows furrowing, I crawled to the edge of my bed and reached for the book setting on top of the trolley.

      The moment my eyes landed on the cover of the familiar storybook, I balked.

      It was a copy of The Three Little Pigs.

      The book I had used to teach him how to read all of those years ago.

      Grow the patience was written inside.

      "That bastard." I shook my head and tossed the book on my bed, forcing my mind to block out my memories. "He's playing games with me."

      He had to be. Why else would he give me that damn book? That day symbolized a significant moment in our lives. After we took out his weapons, we had…and then we… no!

      I refused to think back on one of the rare, perfect days in my past. I refused to buy into whatever mind game Trigger was playing.

      He wanted me to remember how I felt that night.

      He was sending me a message with this book.

      I was not buying it.

      I refused to soften my temper towards a man who had abandoned me in a goddamn whorehouse. Screw whatever demands Fabio was making. The Trigger I remembered would never leave me down here.

      No matter what.

      "Patrice, wait!" I called out, scrambling off the bed and hurrying after him when he moved for the door. "Don’t go." Racing to close the space between us, I latched onto his huge forearm with both hands. "Please don't leave me down here." Shivering, I added, "I'm not like the women down here."

      "You no choice," he replied tightly. "Jefe no choice. Patrice no choice."

      "Please?" I begged, panicking at the thought of those men coming back tonight. "They're going to end up raping me." A cold shiver ran down my spine at the thought. "You need to get me out." Because I'm not letting you leave here without me.

      "You is whore," he shot back, yanking his arm free and swinging the door of my cage open. "Whore get fucked," he added with a shrug. "Whore job to get, as they say, dicked for money. No hay problema."

      My mouth fell open. "You're a dick!" Narrowing my eyes, I growled, "I'll dick you, dickhead, and then I'll make you pay me! How's that sound?"

      "I make joke." Patrice smirked. "And you, as they say, is batshit crazy."

      "Well, you need to work on your comedy material because it blows," I huffed, attention flicking to the familiar looking redhead ambling down the corridor.

      I knew that girl.

      She resided in the room next to mine and I had showered beside her in the communal showers every morning for the past week.

      Thinking on my feet, I blurted, "Hey, Tanya, can you come here for a sec?"

      She paused in her tracks and turned to look at me, curious.

      "Come here," I whispered, gesturing with my hand.

      Nervous, she glanced around, clearly checking the empty corridor for guards, before hurrying into my room.

      "Yes?" she asked, voice meek and obedient, gaze locked on the scar on Patrice's face.

      "The fuck is Ashton doing?" he demanded, looking oddly flustered.

      I grinned on the inside.

      Oh, I knew why he was flustered.

      This girl was all kinds of tempting.

      "This is my friend," I told her, giving her a meaningful look. "Patrice."

      Help me, and I'll help you, I mentally begged her, imploring her with my eyes to hear my unspoken pleas. You know who I am. I'm not your average whore.

      I'm the heiress whore.

      Smiling brightly, Tanya reached around Patrice's big body and closed the door.

      I mentally sagged in relief.

      Girl was smart.

      "Hello, Patrice," she purred, stepping up to him.

      Frowning, Patrice flicked his wary gaze to me before turning back to her. "Hello."

      "You're a big boy, aren't you?" she teased, reaching for the buckle of his belt.

      With deft, experienced fingers, she quickly snapped his belt open and hooked her fingers into the loops of his suit pants.

      "Do you want to play with me?" she asked, tone breathy, as she began to walk backwards, taking him with her.

      Clearly taken aback, Patrice let her lead him to the bed.

      I rolled my eyes at the sight of the huge man being manipulated by the tiny, barely five feet whore – pretty whore, I acknowledged, smart, too.

      Fucking men.

      Always led by their dicks.

      Stripping him down like undressing a man was an everyday thing for her – which, it clearly was – Tanya pushed my hulking bodyguard onto the mattress and straddled his hips.

      "Hi," she breathed, smiling down at him. Giggling softly, she took his big hand in hers and placed it inside her panties. "Hmm."

      "Oh shit," he groaned, hips bucking upwards. "The whore friend is batshit, too."

      From a young age, I had learned to take my chances when they arose, so, like Patrice's rising cock, I spotted the opportunity to escape.

      I waited until Tanya had her lips on Patrice's mouth, with his attention riveted to her body, before making my move.

      Shrugging on the jacket that Patrice had recklessly cast aside, I slid his wallet into the pocket, along with his keys.

      Then, with his gun in my hands, I ran from the room.

      Come at me now, bastards.

      I fucking dare you.
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      As I scurried through the maze of corridors in the underground of the compound, I allowed my mind to flirt with thoughts and images of all the ways in which I could be punished if this went badly.

      When, Ashton, not if.

      This won't end well.

      Not even the promise of more beatings and ice showers could veer me off my path of self-destruction. I was too fucking lost in my own head to think rationally. I knew I was losing grasp of my logic, and, if I was being truthful, my sanity.

      I supposed it had been slowly slipping for years now, but the impact of having Trigger thrust back into my world after a two-year absence, along with the brutal way he had taken me, and then fucked me until I screamed out for more, had tossed me into a dangerous downward spiral.

      I wasn't sure if I was scorned or wronged, raped or ridden, in love or in loathe. I couldn’t be sure of my thoughts anymore and the more time that passed without seeing him, the more frantic my thoughts grew.

      I was fifty percent sure that I was going to use this gun on him when I found him. The other fifty percent was resolute to the idea that I would drop to my knees and suck his cock like the good whore I was the minute I laid eyes on him.

      Six days writhing in purgatory, Ashton.

      Six nights burning in hell.

      No. I shook my head, lip curling up in disgust.

      There would be no sucking cock of any kind.

      Forcing all thoughts of Trigger to the back of my mind, my legs broke into a clumsy run when I reached the staircase and found it unguarded.

      A part of me realized that this was too easy.

      It shouldn't be this easy.

      Still, I kept moving, scrambling up the steep concrete steps, my fear and anger propelling me into taking action.

      My chest heaved when I reached the ground level, head spinning, eyes seeing stars. I was weak and hungry from my vacation in the whorehouse, but once again, I pushed those feelings aside, needing something more than nourishment and a clean bed.

      I needed fucking answers.

      And maybe some bloodshed.

      In nothing but my bra, panties, and Patrice's jacket, I moved like a fucking lioness, prowling the corridors for my meal, my taste buds craving something foreign.

      Something Spanish.

      He's going to kill you, Ashton.

      You're going to die in this hellhole.

      Don’t look for him.

      You're a little girl in a pond of sharks.

      Forget your vengeance and run.

      That was the sliver of logic left inside of my brain.

      I couldn't heed the warning, though.

      I was too fucked up.

      Emotionally.

      Physically.

      I had zero control over my thoughts and actions anymore.

      Something inside of me, I presumed my heart, demanded I fight back. It was the same thing that had driven me to plunge that knife into Trigger's shoulder that night.

      Something inside of me had snapped, and I hoped that if I pushed hard enough, dug deep enough, I could make Trigger snap too. Unearth the man he had been before.

      The man I knew would never have allowed such monstrosities to happen to me, and I prayed I could bring him back to life.

      Because I didn’t deserve to be treated this way. None of those women in the whorehouse deserved it, either. Being born with a vagina shouldn’t automatically denounce our human rights. It was barbaric and I was done.

      I had my father's blood running through my veins. I was the last remaining Northwood and that meant that half of everything Fabio Crellid owned was deservedly mine.

      Strengthening my resolve and steadying my hand, I glided through the hallways, moving to the first floor and heading straight for where I knew I would find the noticeably absent men.

      In the lair.

      The sounds of women screaming and moaning filled my ears the minute my feet hit the first-floor landing, assuring me that I was dead on the money regarding their whereabouts.

      After nine long years of living at the compound, I was acutely aware of the different types of screams that came from women when they were put in that room.

      The cries and wails coming from the lair right now screamed new shipment.

      Girls that weren't taken from the streets and willing to work, but taken against their will. It sickened me and I had to repress the urge to vomit.

      For years, Fabio had forced me inside of that stupid office while he worked. A part of me thought he had me work there to keep my mind occupied and out of trouble while he waited for me to come of age for his son – as promised. But the other part of me knew that it was because he wanted me to listen.

      He wanted me to be afraid.

      And it had worked.

      From a very young age, I had submitted to him without having a single finger placed on my skin out of fear of being taken into that room.

      Out of fear of having exactly what Trigger did to me forced upon my unwilling body.

      God, Trig…

      Pain.

      Betrayal.

      Loss.

      Grief.

      Block it out!

      Shaking my head, I cleared my mind, cocked the hammer, and stepped closer to the cracked door, gun aimed high and ready.

      "Break her in half." Fabio's cruel voice filled my ears and I had to fight the urge to scramble away like a terrified mouse. "I want to see blood. Let's see how far she'll go."

      Trembling, I peeked through the gap in the doorway and almost threw up.

      Six women, six beautiful young girls of no more than nineteen or twenty, knelt on the plush red carpet with their hands bound behind their backs and their necks collared with thick, leather straps.

      The elites, I quickly realized, registering the collars marking these girls as a step up on the sex ladder than the basic whores underground.

      These girls would fetch a much higher price than the others, and my heart cracked open at the sight of their lifeless, void expressions as each girl had the cock of one of Fabio's associates rammed down her throat.

      My stomach wrenched even further when my eyes landed on the poor girl whose screams I had heard in the hallway.

      She was suspended from the ceiling, her frail wrists bound by leather cuffs. Her blonde hair was loose and partially concealed the agonized expression on her face as both Yegor and Anton filled both holes, with Yegor taking her from behind and Anton taking her pussy. They had the poor girl sandwiched between their powerful frames, their movements frantic and explosive as they violently penetrated her body. Around her neck was a thick leather collar with a matching leather leash attached. Holding the leash was Fabio.

      Bile rose up and I quickly backed away from the door, seeing my future flash before my eyes.

      That girl was me.

      That was my fate.

      If I rushed into that room, I would be the girl suspended from the ceiling, while those men took turns with my body.

      Suddenly, the fight went out of me.

      This was it.

      This was all it would ever be.

      There was no escaping the world I'd been born into.

      I couldn’t survive outside of the compound if I wanted to.

      I'd never been acclimatized to the outside world.

      With the exception of once or twice a year for a few measly hours, my whole life had been lived out behind the walls of this monster's castle.

      Cowering like a wounded animal on the opposite side of the landing, I debated my options.

      Be brave and get riddled with lead for the tiny chance that I managed to shoot Fabio first, or be braver and turn the gun on myself.

      Because I couldn’t get out of here on my own.

      I couldn’t depend on Trigger to help me, either.

      He'd left me in the fucking whorehouse.

      He'd abandoned me for two goddamn years with these men.

      And what happened when he grew tired of me?

      I was hardly grateful to him. I wasn't obedient or submissive.

      What would happen when he didn’t want me anymore?

      Would he give me back to Fabio?

      Would he share me with the men?

      Would he follow through on his promises that night outside the church and kill me…

      

      "Run, little lamb, and run quickly." Clutching my throat tighter, he cut off my air supply. "Find a very good place to hide from your wolf and stay hidden." Chest heaving, he pressed the barrel of the gun between my eyes, and whispered, "Don’t look back. Don’t even dare to breathe too loudly. Because the next time we meet, when I find you again, I will kill you…"

      

      Breathing hard and fast, I struggled to gain control of my emotions and stem the panic attack I could feel cresting up inside of me.

      It didn’t work.

      I couldn’t calm myself down.

      I couldn’t fucking breathe.

      Gasping for air, I dropped the gun and reached for my throat, clutching it almost frantically as if I could somehow force my airways to open up.

      "Ash? What the hell are you doing?"

      Jethro's familiar voice filled my ears and I swung around to find him staring at me in horror.

      Beside him stood a sneering Solo.

      "Ash," Jet repeated, eyes laced with panic as he took a step closer. "Are you insane? What the hell are you trying to do to yourself?"

      "I, uh, I…" My heart kick-started in my chest and I jerked into action, bolting blindly away from the men, my only destination being to get as far away from these men as humanly possible.

      Too late, I realized when I felt a fist knot in my hair.

      "Not so fast," Solo chuckled, roughly dragging me back to him. "I thought you were keeping company with the whores downstairs." Laughing cruelly, he slapped me hard across the face and then forced me to my knees. "Up to your tricks again, heiress whore? Hmm? Well, your daddy's name ain't worth shit now. You're a marked bitch."

      Weak as a noodle from the lack of proper nourishment, I felt my body fold beneath the pressure. My knees hit the hardwood flooring with a thud.

      "Let her go," Jet snapped, sounding agitated, as he ran a hand through his hair. "Solo, come on, man, she's a claimed –"

      "Shut the fuck up, you little bitch boy," Solo snarled, using his free hand to shove Jethro in the chest. "Or I'll fuck your ass until you bleed again."

      Now, I knew for a fact that Jet was fed like a lord in his quarters, so when he staggered back from the force of Solo's shove, back crashing against the wall, it was from genuine weakness and not the lack of vitamins.

      Holding his hands up in retreat, Jet looked to me, eyes laced with guilt, before hurrying away.

      My lip curled up in disgust.

      He truly was useless.

      Tightening his grip on my hair, Solo dragged me on my hands and knees into Fabio's lair, calling out, "Look who I found roaming the halls," as he went.

      The moment I tumbled through the doorway, I felt dozens of hungry eyes land on my body.

      Fear paralyzed me, making it impossible to breathe.

      Frantic, I scanned the room for Trigger and came up empty.

      He wasn't there.

      Something died inside of me then.

      Whatever ounce of hope I had of making it out of here unscathed died.

      I was screwed.

      So fucking screwed.
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      "Bitch must have taken down a guard," Solo announced, dragging me into the middle of the lair, before tossing me at Fabio's feet. "She had a gun on her."

      "Oh dear," Fabio mused, turning his full attention to me. "What a little troublemaker you have become, little Ashton."

      My skin crawled when his dead eyes roamed over my body. I hated having that man's eyes on me, but I knew better than to open my mouth.

      He wasn't Trigger.

      I couldn't push back with this man.

      I couldn't push back with any of these men without the promise of severe punishment.

      "This bitch again," Yegor grunted, not slowing his pace as he continued to anally defile the poor, suspended girl.

      Breathless, he turned his evil gaze on me.

      "Sorry I missed your birthday bash, baby whore," he sneered, slamming into the girl extra hard. "Could've been a different outcome if me or Anton here had been in town for your initiation."

      Fabio chuckled. "It would have made for an interesting contest."

      I shuddered in repulsion.

      "Help me," the girl cried out, looking at me like I could somehow save her. "Please –"

      Her words morphed into a harsh cry when Fabio roughly yanked on her leash, choking her with her own collar.

      "Work harder, boys," he told his sons. "She should not have air in her lungs to cry out. We need her broken. Make her mind slip away."

      The girl cried harder and I dropped my head, gaze riveted to my knees in pure terror.

      "Look at me," Fabio commanded.

      Without an ounce of hesitation, I snapped my head back up, forcing myself to meet his gaze. I didn’t dare not. I was under no illusions as to who called the shots in my life.

      Trigger might have claimed me at my initiation, but Fabio owned us both. He owned every beating heart in this room and he knew that I knew it.

      "You broke the basic house rules, little Ashton," he told me in a sickeningly soft tone that sounded like nails on a chalkboard to my ears. "Leaving my home without consent– a home that I provided to you when you were an orphan whore without a father to protect you or a birth whore to love you. A home where you were fed and clothed, educated and unharmed. A home where I allowed you to roam free from chains and restrictions. You were given more access and freedom than any other whore and yet, you threw my goodwill back in my face by deliberately breaking my rules." He tutted softly and rubbed his jaw. "How ungrateful you have turned out to be." His eyes danced with malice. "I am most disappointed in you."

      Trembling from head to toe, I swallowed deeply and whispered, "I'm sorry, sir."

      "I do not tolerate disobedience in the whores that live under my roof. This was explained very clearly to you the day you arrived here."

      "Yes, sir," I strangled out, pulse quickening.

      "You should be slaughtered slowly for your disobedience," Fabio continued, keeping his mild-mannered tone. "At the very least, I should sell you off or put you to work so that I can recuperate some of the financial burden it took to raise you to adulthood."

      A cold bead of sweat trickled down the back of my neck.

      I didn’t dare beg him for mercy.

      It would only turn him on.

      Fear aroused him.

      Finishing quietly, Anton pulled out of the girl, who was now semi-comatose, and quickly rearranged his clothes before walking out of the room, never once looking in my direction.

      Sighing dramatically, Fabio tugged on the girl's leash, choking her out before continuing, "But my son is unwilling to let you go. Whether he wants to admit it to himself or not, he is still very much under your spell." A smile ghosted his lips. "Impressive witchery. A dangerous quality possessed by only the rarest of whores."

      "Your son's a bitch," Yegor huffed.

      "Silence, boy," Fabio commanded.

      "Where is Trigger?" I managed to whisper, praying to all that was divine and holy that he was somewhere close by.

      "Working off your debt," Fabio mused.

      "M-my d-debt?"

      "You broke my rules," he explained. "Such betrayal does not go unpunished – or come without a high cost. So, your favorite bastard is currently working his hardest to keep me appeased in order to keep you alive." Fabio chuckled. "Although, I doubt even his best efforts will manage that. Not when you have a defiant streak in your soul just like your father had." Fabio laughed softly. "It will get my son killed trying to keep you alive."

      "Please d-don’t hurt him," I blurted and then quickly regretted my words. "Please," I decided to keep going, knowing that the damage was already done. I had spoken out of turn. I was damned either way. "Don't p-punish Trigger for m-my mistake."

      "The lamb still loves her wolf," Fabio mused. "After all he did to you. Abandoning you. Humiliating you. Defiling your body. Caging you. Yet, you are still loyal to him." He tilted his head to one side. "Impressively devoted."

      I flinched at his words, feeling conflicted, his words hitting me deep.

      "Ah, just string her up and let me fuck her already," Yegor barked and then let out a furious snarl as he released inside the girl.

      Motionless, she hung limply from her suspension.

      They'd done it.

      They'd broken her mind.

      She wasn't here anymore.

      I wished I could call her back and ask her to take me with her.

      I watched as one of Fabio's men untied her.

      She collapsed in a heap on the floor beside me, unmoving.

      She wasn’t dead.

      She was just…gone.

      "Someone needs to be punished," Fabio said, dragging my attention back to him. "My son took it upon himself to bear responsibility for your reckless actions, and I reluctantly agreed. You were placed with the whores for a reason – to give my son the opportunity to pay off your debt. You were not raped down there. You were fed and watered. All you had to do was wait, but you are a spoiled and willful whore. My son indulged you, he has always treated you too kindly, and you decided to break my rules again. That's twice. There are no second chances in my world, little Ashton," he continued to taunt me. "It will cost you." He smirked. "But it will cost him much more –"

      "Don’t hurt him," I squeezed out, feeling faint at the thought. "Please."

      "Then who should I hurt? Who should I punish for your behavior?" he asked softly. "Hmm?"

      I flinched, stomach heaving. "Oh god."

      "You?" he coaxed. "Or him? The choice is entirely yours."

      "Not him," I choked out, tears filling my eyes. "I fucked up, not him."

      "Then get to your feet, little Ashton," Fabio said and his tone left no room for bargaining. "Show me how much you love your wolf."

      I couldn’t.

      My body was paralyzed with fear.

      "Get up," Fabio growled, tone hardening. "You are a whore. Whore's listen and obey. So, get up. I will not tell you again."

      Frozen to the floor, I heaved, knowing that my world was about to implode on me.

      Shaking my head, I tried to move, but my limbs locked into place, my body unwilling to move a muscle.

      "So disobedient." Sighing heavily, Fabio clapped his hands together once. "Suspend her."

      My heart stopped dead in my chest.

      "No!"

      Moments later, several pairs of hands landed on my body and I was stripped bare before being suspended to the very straps the girl before me had dangled from.

      "Collar her," Fabio ordered and I felt my body break out in a jolt of violent tremors.

      I couldn’t reach the floor.

      Not even on my tiptoes.

      My arms burned.

      My muscles screamed out in protest as I dangled from my arms.

      I felt every set of eyes on my naked body and I quickly clenched my eyes shut, stemming the flow of my tears and blocking them out.

      Float away, Ashton.

      Just fly away.

      I felt the cool leather tighten around my neck and my jaw went slack.

      Tune it out.

      Switch your mind off and just float out of your body.

      The crack of a leather belt on my bare bottom caused my breath to leave my lungs in an audible gasp.

      Don’t scream.

      Don’t cry out.

      He hit me again.

      Shh.

      It's okay.

      Again, again, again.

      Hold it in.

      Let go.

      Just close it off.

      Bite after bite of the belt.

      I was screaming now, writhing in agony against every merciless lash of the belt.

      He must have hit me fifty times.

      I couldn’t keep count.

      I was dying.

      The pain was unbearable.

      Unable to stop myself, I screamed at the top of my lungs, praying and begging for mercy.

      It never came.

      When I felt my legs being pushed apart, a piece of my heart died in my chest.

      When I felt someone press at my front entrance and another at my back, my entire soul fractured and splintered apart.

      Bracing myself for death, because if these men didn’t kill me, I was going to do it myself, I locked my muscles into place and frantically hunted for a happy memory.

      Something to cling to.

      Somewhere to run to.

      Meaty hands groped at my bare breasts and another pair of hands lifted me into position.

      "I've been waiting for this since you got my brother killed, cunt."

      Remember your bird, Peter?

      He was beautiful.

      "I'm going to fuck you until I split you in half, baby whore."

      Maybe you'll get another bird someday.

      And a big white cage.

      I felt something hard probe against my vagina, moments before a deafening bang thundered through my ears.

      Something wet splattered across my face and the probing was gone.

      Another deafening bang filled my ears, taking with it the hands at my back.

      "Try it and I will kill every last one of you."

      My eyes sprang open at the sound of the familiar accent and locked on a man standing in the doorway of Fabio's lair.

      No, not a man.

      A king.

      My king.

      Trigger's dark eyes landed on mine, so full of rage and ferocity, that I felt something snap back into place.

      Looking wild and feral, he stormed into the room, flanked by several men in black suits.

      The army, I quickly registered.

      They were still alive.

      Some of them, at least.

      "You took your time," Fabio chuckled, not one bit fazed by the many guns pointed at his chest. It didn’t matter to him. He truly believed that he was untouchable, and in truth, he was. For every gun that was aimed at his chest, two more were aimed at me.

      "You killed your brother," Fabio stated, not even flinching at the sight of Yegor's lifeless body crumpled on the floor. "That's two of my sons, bastard."

      "Sounds like we're even," Trigger shot back without missing a beat. "Two of your family members for two of mine.”

      Fabio tilted his head to one-side, considering this. "Hmm." With a carefree shrug, he smiled. "I believe that sounds about right – if you consider whores to be of the same value as my sons. Which I don’t."

      "I don’t care what you consider fair. We had a deal," Trigger replied in a deathly cold voice as he moved for me, gun still cocked and aimed at his father. "You have no honor."

      Hooking an arm around my waist, he lifted my weight up and then inclined his head to one of his men.

      Immediately, the guard came and untied me and I fell heavily against Trigger, body limp and aching.

      "Be smart here, son," Fabio mused. "Every act has a consequence. You know this. Shoot me and she dies. Shoot another one of my men and she dies. If one more bullet flies in this room today, she dies."

      "Fuck you," Trigger seethed. "Animal."

      "Put your guns away, gentlemen," Fabio chuckled. "I have no intention of killing your prince today."

      "Ashton is mine." Keeping his arm hooked around my waist, Trig pressed me into his side and cocked the hammer on his gun.

      Sagging against him, I felt my arms go around his waist and my tears fell freely.

      "You do not touch her." Trembling with unbridled fury, he let his emotions get the better of him and switched his attention to my face, gaze roaming wildly over my body.

      His eyes darkened, settling on my neck.

      "Bastardo!" he roared, truly livid. Shoving his gun into the waistband of his pants, his fingers moved to my neck. "Corderito –"

      "And there it is," Fabio said, sounding like he was scolding a misbehaving child. "Your distraction is a weakness. She is your weakness, Trigger. She always has been. If I wanted to kill you right now, you would be dead. Do you know why? Because you turned your back on me. Rule number one; never take your eye off your target and especially not for a whore."

      "You do not collar my woman!" Trig roared, entirely distracted, as he freed my neck and tossed the leather back at his father. "She is not your fucking slave!"

      "Someone needs to collar her," Fabio replied calmly. "Your whore is out of control, Trigger. You need to break her in like a brood mare. You need to break her spirit."

      "She is not my whore!" Trig roared, vibrating with rage.

      Backing slowly from the room, he pushed me behind him and yet somehow managed to keep his arm around me and hold me up as we moved.

      I was thankful for his help, knowing that I didn’t have the energy to hold myself up on my own.

      "Oh yes, I forgot," Fabio mocked with a chuckle. "She is your queen."

      "She has her father's blood running through her veins and I, regrettably, have yours," Trigger taunted back. "Which means that we hold more power together than you ever can. And unlike you, I do not fear my woman. I worship her."

      "Careful, son," Fabio warned. "Any more of this fighting talk, and I might begin to think that you want my throne."

      "I piss on your throne," Trigger sneered with a shake of his head. "I will not forget this," he added, pushing me through the doorway and into the arms of one of his guards, who quickly removed his jacket to drape around me. "I will not forgive what happened today."

      "My patience is wearing thin," Fabio replied coldly. "Don’t push too far, boy."

      "Kill me," the girl who had been mercilessly raped before me cried out then, eyes locked on Trigger. "Please have mercy and kill me."

      Stiffening, Trig glanced down at the girl and then back to his father.

      Keeping his eyes locked on his father, he pulled his gun from the waistband of his pants and pointed it at the girl. "Que Dios se apiade de tu alma."

      May god have mercy on your soul.

      Moments later, the girl was dead.

      A single bullet wound pierced her skull.

      "That was an expensive mistake," Fabio said, eyes narrowing on his son. "One you will pay for with your queen whore's blood."

      "Not as expensive at the mistake you made when you collared and beat my woman," Trigger countered coolly. "However, you do not have enough blood in your body to pay for your crimes."

      "Oh dear," Fabio taunted. "Then how shall you make me pay?"

      "Have patience and you will find out, padre."
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      "You have one hour to find a good hiding place for your whore, son," Fabio called after us, as he stood in the hallway with his guards flanking him. "Time; a gift from a loving father to his ungrateful bastard. After that, it will be open season, and I will come for her." He smiled serenely. "A whore for a whore."

      "I will make you suffer for what you did," Trigger shot back with a snarl. "I will kill you slowly."

      Fabio grinned. "Is that another challenge, Trigger?"

      "You will die, padre," Trig said coldly. "At my hand."

      "I am standing right here, son," he countered, gesturing to his body. "Unarmed. Take your best shot."

      Snarling, Trigger twisted his neck from side to side, sounding truly feral. It was a double-edged sword that he wasn't prepared to fall on.

      If he shot his father, Fabio's guards would shoot me. I could feel countless guns aimed at my naked body.

      Trig was trapped and he knew it.

      Inclining his head to his father, he hissed, "Soon."

      Laughing in delight, Fabio clapped his hands together. "One hour," he chuckled with a rueful shake of his head before heading back inside the lair. "Use your time wisely, son."

      Everything happened so quickly after that.

      Commands were barked, orders were obeyed, and guards…more guards than I'd ever seen in one place spilled into the corridors, armed with guns.

      Some belonged to the army.

      More were Fabio's men.

      Numb.

      I was deathly cold and numb to the bone.

      Reeling, I curled up in the smallest ball I could and remained cemented to Trigger's chest.

      Blocking out the agonizing pain in my back, I took comfort in the fact that I was still in Trig's arms.

      He was losing his ever-loving shit, shouting and spitting in Spanish at anyone stupid enough to cross his path, and he did all this with my body securely pressed to his chest, with the steady beat of his heart drumming against my ear.

      He didn’t pass me off to one of his men.

      He didn’t drop me on my ass.

      He didn’t bark orders at me or scream in my face for fucking everything up.

      Again.

      He just…held me in his arms.

      Snatching comfort wherever I could find it, I pressed my cheek to his chest, soothing my soul, and slowly repairing the fractured pieces of my heart.

      "¡No me importa un carajo!"  Trigger barked, replying to something one of his guards had said. What, I couldn’t tell. I felt woozy and weak and was concentrating too hard on the steady rhythm of his heartbeat as it thudded against my ear to translate. "¡Haz que suceda! ¡Tiene que ser ahora!"

      He strode off again, jostling me in his arms, and I winced in pain.

      Unable to bear the sensation of his touch on my back, I hooked my arms around his neck and scrambled until we were chest to chest, with my legs hooked around his waist.

      Sniffling, I buried my face in his neck and clung to his big body like a small child would cling to a parent.

      Breathing in the smell of his familiar cologne, I clutched him tightly, unwilling to let go.

      Whether we hated each other or not was irrelevant in this moment.

      I had fucked up.

      Again.

      And Trigger had saved me.

      Again.

      Right now, in his arms, was the safest place I could be.

      He tensed for a moment, stopping dead in his tracks, but recovered quickly. Smoothing my hair over my shoulder, he continued to speak in Spanish to his men, barking out orders and laying down the law, and he did all this while he gently swayed me.

      I didn’t think he realized he was doing this – swaying me in his arms. Offering comfort to a woman wasn't a common thing for a man to do around here. Not ever. But he offered it to me anyway.

      Publicly.

      Unapologetically.

      Without reservation.

      I knew I was bleeding from the savage assault. I could feel the oozing droplets of blood weeping from the welts on my back and legs. My breasts and stomach were on fire, too. No part of my skin had escaped the cruel bite of Fabio's belt.

      In fact, I was fairly certain that I had been beaten with multiple whips and belts. I couldn't be sure, though. I'd kept my eyes clenched shut the entire time, desperately trying to find a doorway in my own mind to escape through and disappear.

      "Do not panic," my father's voice from long ago swept through my mind, bringing with it a world of memories. "Northwood's remain calm."

      Clenching my eyes shut, I tried to block out all memories of the man who had given me to these monsters, but for some reason, his voice wouldn’t leave my mind.

      Usually, I could block him out, but tonight, regrettably, I felt my mind slip back to my childhood…

      

      "Ashton, come and sit with me."

      Excitement bubbled inside of me at the sight of my father and I sprang forward, rushing into his office, desperate not to miss the window of opportunity.

      I was six years old and all I wanted to do was spend time with my daddy in his office that looked like a library, and have one of our secret chats.

      I loved our chats.

      They were the best part of my day.

      My father sat behind his huge desk, looking tired and scary.

      I wasn't worried, though.

      Not today.

      Today he was smiling.

      It was a sad smile, but I would take it.

      Not stopping until I was sitting in the big brown chair opposite him, I settled my hands on my lap and smiled back at him, legs swinging.

      "Hi, Mister Daddy."

      "Hello, Miss Ashton," he replied, lips twitching upwards in amusement. His Italian accent was thick and it made me smile. He sounded strange sometimes. It made me giggle. "You are eager to see me tonight."

      "I missed you," I replied truthfully. "Like so, so much." I held my hands out to show him just how much. "You were gone a long time for work, Daddy."

      Nodding slowly, he leaned back in his huge chair, watching me with the same colored eyes as I had. "Yes, I was. Did Miss Charlotte take good care of you while I was gone?"

      I nodded eagerly. "Yes, Daddy." A smile spread across my face. "She's super sweet."

      Smiling indulgently, he rested his chin on his fingers and watched me. "I see."

      "We read The Twits by Roald Dahl," I decided to tell him, voice hushed. A giggle escaped my lips at the memory and I slapped my knees, remembering. "It was so funny, Daddy."

      "And Fabio?" he asked then, brows furrowing. "Did he pay a visit while I've been away?"

      "Nope," I replied, scrunching my nose up at the mention of his name. I didn’t like Daddy's friend. He was old and creepy. "I didn’t see him."

      "No lies?"

      "Nope."

      "Good." His shoulders loosened and he let out a sigh. "Do you know why I was gone for a month this time, Ashton?"

      I shook my head. "No, Daddy."

      He frowned at my words. "It's okay to call me that when we're alone," he told me. "But only when we're alone." He gave me a hard look, the kind of look that made the servants tremble and cry.

      I knew why.

      He was a bad man.

      My daddy was evil.

      At least, that's what they all whispered.

      I didn’t understand it.

      He wasn't evil to me.

      "Never call me that in company."

      "Yes, sir," I replied, remembering my manners.

      He smiled and it was another sad one.

      I didn’t like it.

      Something was wrong.

      "Are…" I paused and chewed on my lip, worried. "Are you okay, Daddy?"

      "Yes." He offered me a big smile, a huge one this time, and I beamed back at him. "Have you lost more teeth –" Pausing, he squinted his eyes and then gestured for me to come to him. "Show me those gums."

      Without an ounce of hesitation, I sprang off the chair, rounded the desk and bounced onto his lap.

      "Two," I said proudly and then opened my mouth as wide as I could. "I'm getting the big ones."

      "Yes," he said quietly, smile fading from his face. With a heavy sigh, he pulled me closer, wrapping me up with his big arms. "You are."

      Snuggling into his chest, I dared to place my small hand on his cheek. It always felt scratchy against my hand. It was ticklish to my fingers.

      Leaning close, I sniffed his shirt and scrunched my nose up. "What's that stinky smell?"

      "Are you calling me stinky?" Daddy chuckled. "It's cologne, Ashton."

      I frowned. "Ew."

      "Not good?"

      I shook my head. "Nope."

      He grinned and ruffled my pig-tails. "Listen, we need to talk about something."

      "Okay, Daddy."

      "Lots of things are happening."

      "They are?"

      "Yes." He nodded. "Things are changing." He paused, eyes locked on mine for the longest moment before finally speaking. "You know Daddy is a bad man, don't you, Ashton?"

      "No." I frowned, not sure I liked this. "I don’t think you're bad, Daddy."

      He smiled sadly and shifted me off his lap.

      Sad to leave him, I padded back to my seat and climbed onto the chair opposite him, knowing he was done cuddling me.

      "I am not a good man," he continued once I was sitting back down. "I do very bad things."

      "Like what?"

      "You wouldn't understand."

      "Does it make you sad?" I asked, watching him carefully. "Doing bad things?"

      He nodded. "Sometimes."

      "Then why do you do it?"

      "You wouldn't understand that, either," he told me, resting his elbows on his desk, blueish/green eyes locked on mine. "This is a very bad world – the one you've been born into."

      "I'm six now, Daddy," I reminded him, sitting as tall as I could. "I understand lots of things."

      "You're a smart girl," he agreed, giving me another one of the smiles he saved just for me. "So, I need you to listen very carefully to me, okay?"

      I nodded eagerly. "Yup."

      He eyed me for a long moment before shaking his head and pushing to his feet.

      I craned my neck up to watch him.

      My daddy was super tall.

      He was young, too – and pretty.

      Not old and stinky like his friend Fabio.

      Miss Charlotte told me that my daddy was super handsome. She said that I was lucky to have Royce as my daddy and not mean old Fabio. I knew she was right.

      My dad was the strongest, biggest, prettiest man in the world and he was all mine.

      I smiled proudly at him and pinched my own bicep, wondering when my arms would grow big and strong like his.

      Maybe when I was big, I could get someone to draw on my arms – the same pictures as my daddy had on his arms.

      "Come look at this," Daddy said, waving a hand for me to follow him to the fireplace.

      Without a second thought, I squirmed off my chair and danced over to him, twirling and pirouetting as I moved.

      "Like my dance moves, Daddy?" I asked, working extra hard just to show him. "I'm getting good, huh?"

      "Concentrate, Ashton," he scolded quietly as he knelt down in front of the fireplace and reached for the poker. "This is important."

      My face felt hot and I quickly stopped dancing and closed the space between us, embarrassed. "Sorry, Daddy." He patted the floor and I knelt down beside him. "I'm concentrating now."

      "Good girl." He sighed heavily and patted my head. "I know this is going to be hard for you to understand, but I need you to be prepared, okay?"

      I nodded happily. "Yup."

      "If something ever happens to me, I want you to –" he began to say and my breath caught in my throat.

      "Daddy, no –"

      "Do not panic." He turned to look at me, giving me a stern look. "You're a Northwood. Northwood's remain calm."

      Swallowing deeply, I forced myself to nod back at him.

      "If something happens to me," he continued, turning his attention back to the fireplace. "Something that takes me away from you, then I need you to remember what I show you tonight."

      "What's gonna happen, Daddy?"

      "Shh," he coaxed. "Just listen."

      I snapped my mouth shut and nodded.

      With the fire poker, he cleared the soot and remaining glowing embers from the dying fire out of his way.

      "Watch what I'm doing," he instructed softly. "Pay attention."

      Setting the poker down, he slowly removed his shiny cufflink and rolled up the sleeve of his white shirt.

      "If something happens, Ashton, if I'm not around anymore, I want you to find your way back to this house," he whispered, reaching far up into the chimney. "No matter how difficult it may be, I need you to come home, and I need you to do exactly what I'm doing now."

      Rummaging around with his arm, he slowly withdrew a black, fireproof box from inside the chimney.

      "You come in here, and you retrieve this."

      He looked at me, eyes burning with something I couldn't understand.

      "You do this for me, do you understand?" he said. "No matter what happens, or what you're told about me, you come home and you find this box."

      "What's inside it, Daddy?" I asked, intrigued.

      "Everything you'll need," he replied quietly. "All you need to do is remember."

      "I don’t get it, Daddy."

      "You don’t need to understand, Ashton," my father replied, placing the heavy box into my hands. "All you need to do is remember. Can you do that for me…"

      

      Feeling a concoction of devastation and fury flood my body, I quickly pushed all thoughts of Royce Northwood away.

      I couldn’t think about my father.

      I refused to.

      It hurt too damn much.

      The day I was handed over to Fabio Crellid was the day I decided that my father no longer deserved a place in my heart.

      He'd raised me like a lamb for the slaughter.

      His parting gift to me was a lifetime of prostitution and slavery.

      That was not the act of a father.

      That was the act of a monster.

      At least Fabio never pretended to love me or care. I knew where I stood with him. My father had tricked me in the cruelest of ways, and I'd learned all about him since his death.

      I knew what he was about now, how evil and cruel he had been when he was alive. Fabio and his sons had taken great pleasure in taunting me with the truth, and I wished I'd never loved him in the first place.

      "¡Encuentra a Patrice ahora!" Trig's voice boomed through my thoughts, dragging me back to the present, and it was the only sentence in a long, flurry of Spanish he'd spoken that I understood

      He was bellowing it so loudly, over and over, that I didn’t think anyone could miss what he was saying.

      Find Patrice.

      Oh shit.

      Patrice!

      He would tell on me. He would tell Trigger what I'd done – how I'd tricked him with a whore and had stolen his wallet and gun.

      I felt sick.

      Don’t get comfy in these arms, Ashton.

      Once he figures out what you did, you're toast.

      I was as good as dead.

      Panic clawed at my gut, clearing the numbness and making way for a meltdown.

      I needed out of here.

      I needed to escape or I needed to die.

      There was no other way around it.

      My father never cared. He'd raised me with the sole purpose of handing me over to these men.

      Fabio was coming for me, and if he found me, he would rape, sell, or kill me.

      Probably all three.

      If I stayed with Trigger, he would lock me back up in a room and then torture me with cold indifference.

      My body started to shake violently, teeth chattering noisily, and I felt the small flicker of hope I'd clung to these past nine years slip away.

      It was no way to live.

      I had nothing to live for.

      I had no way out.

      A pained sob escaped me, tearing from deep in my chest.

      "Stop it, corderito," Trigger ordered, tone thick and full of emotion. "You are safe now."

      He was lying.

      I wasn’t safe.

      I was trapped.

      Another sob tore from me, followed by another and then another until I was crying loudly, shaking and trembling in his arms for the world to see.

      "Calm down," he snapped, clearly irritated with me. "Shut your mouth and stop the tears!" His chest was heaving, his heart thundering hard against my ear. "I need you to not break on me. You are stronger than this!"

      Covering my face with my hands, I cried harder, unable to get a handle on myself. It was all too much.

      My father's betrayal.

      My life with Fabio.

      The abuse.

      The dead girl.

      Yegor's lifeless corpse.

      The blood.

      The feel of their hands on me.

      The smell of death.

      The lack of hope.

      I couldn’t fucking deal with this anymore.

      Releasing a furious snarl, Trig stormed down the enormous staircase leading to the main floor, still barking orders at the men who surrounded us.

      When we reached the ground floor, he stalked through the foyer and deposited me in a heap on one of the antique raja rani sofas before turning to the men that had followed us and demanding they find Patrice and bring the car around.

      Some of the guards remained behind to guard us, while others hurried in search of Patrice.

      "Look at me," Trig commanded then, turning back to face me. "Ashton. Look. At. Me."

      When I didn’t, because I fucking couldn’t, he hissed out a frustrated growl and crouched down in front of me.

      Taking my hands in his, he pinned them to my lap, forcing me to meet his gaze.

      "You are safe," he repeated, dark eyes stormy and full of heat. "He will not touch you again. I would never allow it."

      Keeping his hands on mine, he curled his fingers around my small wrists, and I knew it was meant as an act of affection.

      "But I need you to be quiet now. I need to focus, and I cannot do that with you falling apart," he instructed, thumbs smoothing over the skin covering my pulse. "Be strong, little lamb." He leaned close and pressed his brow to mine. "Trust your wolf to keep you safe." Smoothing my hair back off my face, his tone was soft and coaxing when he said, "Can you do this for me?"

      I nodded slowly, keeping my eyes trained on his.

      He exhaled a sigh of relief. "Good girl."

      "Can I have a bird?" I mumbled, leaning heavily against him, feeling delirious with too many emotions and feelings thrashing around inside of me.

      I couldn’t process anymore.

      I was weak to the bone.

      I was done.

      Trig frowned. "What?"

      "A bird." Sniffling, I reached up and hooked my arm around his neck. "I miss my bird."

      His brows furrowed deeper. "Your bird?"

      "Yeah." Sniffling I nodded and let out a shaky breath. "Peter."

      "Ashton." Genuine concern flickered in his eyes and he cupped my face between his hands. "You need to snap out of this."

      "Jefe," Patrice's voice filled the room, causing Trigger to stiffen and rise to his feet. I turned to see Patrice hurrying towards us, shirt unbuttoned. "Lo siento, jefe, por favor perdoname–"

      His words were cut short when Trigger pulled a gun from the waistband of his pants and fired a shot.

      A scream tore from my throat and I slapped a hand over my mouth, watching as Patrice staggered backwards from the impact of the bullet as it collided with his flesh.

      Unlike Yegor, he didn’t collapse on the floor in a lifeless heap.

      Instead, he leaned heavily against the wall at his back and winced as a sea of red seeped through his shirt.

      No one moved.

      Not one single guard moved to intercept Trigger's gun.

      They knew better.

      "You shot him," I strangled out, panicked at the blood staining Patrice's arm. "Oh my god, you shot him, Trig!"

      "You failed me, brother," Trigger said coldly, keeping his hard gaze locked on Patrice, ignoring me entirely. "Tell me something." He kept his gun aimed at Patrice's chest. "Was fifteen minutes in a whorehouse worth leaving my queen unprotected?" He cocked the hammer again, hand steady and unwavering. "Was your whore a good fuck?" He narrowed his eyes and trained the barrel of the gun at his penis. "Is your pleasure more important than the life of my queen?"

      Looking ashamed, Patrice bowed his head. "Perdóname, rey. No soy digno."

      "Do not look at your feet!" Trigger roared, losing his cool.

      Reaching for me, he grabbed my arm and dragged me to my feet.

      "Look at her!" Pulling me to his side, he snarled, "I trusted you to keep her safe." He shook his head in disgust. "Fue un error que no volveré a cometer."

      Patrice's pained eyes trailed over me and he flinched. "Dispararme," he whispered. "No merezco nada menos."

      "Sí," Trig seethed. "Tú lo haces."

      I held my breath and watched as both men stared at one another.

      Several beats passed before Trig nodded stiffly, clearly satisfied with whatever he saw in Patrice's eyes.

      "You will not fail me twice," he told him coldly. "Never again, comrade."

      "Sí," Patrice replied, not moving to tend to his wound. "Nunca mas."

      "Good. Now, get that cleaned up and meet me at the Northwood estate," Trig bit out. "We have a king to kill."

      With a stiff nod, Patrice hobbled to the entrance door that was wide-open and slipped outside to the courtyard.

      "What did you say?" Stunned, I turned to gape at Trig. "The Northwood estate?" I shook my head, confused. "My home?" A weird feeling jolted inside of me. "I'm going home?"

      Ignoring me completely, Trig turned to a group of his men, men I didn’t recognize, and spoke quickly in Spanish.

      "Quiero tres carros para seguir mi carro. Todos los hombres armados. Solo Dios sabe lo que ha planeado. Él me está permitiendo salir de aquí con ella y puedo oler una trampa. Quiero que queden cuatro hombres hasta que llegue el respaldo. Necesito ojos en este bastardo en todo momento. Noche y dia. Él no mea sin que yo sepa. Y llamar a Chino. Dile que avise a los hombres. Diles que nos vamos. Esto es importante. No jodas esto o lo pagarás con tu vida."

      "Trig?"

      Nothing.

      "Trig!"

      Quick as lightning, Trig snatched up the hand I was using to tap his shoulder and entwined our fingers, not looking at me, as he continued to speak to his men.

      "I'm going home?" I demanded, pulling on his hand. "Really?"

      "Yes, corderito," he finally confirmed, sounding frustrated as he mumbled something else in Spanish to his guard before lifting me into his arms and moving for the door. "You are going home."

      "I'm getting out?" My heart beat harder. "How?"

      "When I claimed you at your initiation, everything your father owned became mine," he replied, moving straight for the familiar Bentley. "It is the code. Fabio had to give it to me." Sneering, he added, "You know how seriously he takes his precious code."

      "Oh," I croaked out, reeling. "So, you own everything?" Sinking into the backseat, I scooted over for Trig to climb in beside me. "My father's estate – it's all yours?"

      "No." Closing the door behind him, Trig slapped a hand on the seat and barked, "Drive," before turning to look at me. His eyes burned with heat when he said, "It's ours."
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      The car I was traveling in drove through the gigantic gates, surrounded by armed guards, and ascended up the three-mile long laneway to the expansive property.

      Acres upon acres of land lay before us, and I tried to take in my surroundings, staring out the window at the tree line on either side of the laneway, but I couldn't because I didn’t want to remember.

      I felt numb.

      Every inch of my father's estate was tinged with beautiful memories – beautiful lies – that were too painful to think about.

      Like the huge, deciduous sycamore tree standing slightly apart from the evergreen trees that housed a swing I used to play on every morning after breakfast, or the stables just off the back of the property that I used to sneak inside when I was trying to evade bath time. Or the spot on the gravel where – nope!

      I refused to think about it.

      Didn't happen.

      Never happened.

      Forget about it.

      Shivering, I turned away and stared down at my bare thighs, too fucked up to process.

      "Look," Trig said quietly from beside me. "You are free, corderito."

      We both knew that wasn't true.

      I was here because he claimed me, not because I had freewill.

      I wasn't free.

      I had just lucked out in the claimed-whore department.

      There was a big difference.

      This wasn't ours.

      It was his.

      And Fabio was coming for me.

      This momentary peace or whatever the hell it was, was exactly that – momentary.

      Temporary.

      It wouldn't last.

      "I am furious with you," Trig decided to tell me. "You are so stupid."

      I could feel the weight of his stare on my face, but I refused to look up.

      "You could have been killed," he continued, tone gruff and full of emotion. "You are so fucking reckless sometimes, corderito."

      Sighing heavily, I clasped my hands together and remained silent.

      "Speak to me."

      I couldn’t.

      "Ashton."

      Nothing.

      I had nothing left to give.

      "You are not doing this –" Releasing a frustrated growl, he snagged my chin between his fingers and turned my face to his. "Snap out of it." His eyes were dark as coal and burning with heat. "Come on, corderito." Stroking my chin with his thumb, he cupped my cheek and shifted closer. "Come back to me."

      "Do you think I could get that bird now?" I whispered, leaning into his touch, feeling completely hollow. "Do you think Peter was mad at me?" I swallowed deeply. "For caging him? What if birds don't like to be caged?" I didn’t. "Do you think he hated me?"

      "Enough about the damn bird," Trig bit out, sounding pained. "Get out of your head and come back to me."

      "I don’t know how," I confessed, biting down on my lip. "Everything's dark now, and I think I've lost my way back."

      "That is bullshit," he snapped, crowding my personal space.

      I guess it didn’t matter anymore.

      I belonged to him.

      I only had personal space if he chose to give it to me.

      "You are a strong woman. I do not understand this –" He shook his head and growled. "What is going on with you?"

      "I don’t know," I admitted, trembling. "I think I might be crazy."

      "You are," he assured me, lips twitching into a ghost of a smile. "That is not news to me, mi reina."

      "Are you going to lock me up again, Trig? Once we get inside?" Blinking back the tears filling my eyes, I stared up at him and whispered, "Are you going to cage me?"

      Trigger's eyes darkened, if that was even possible, and a vein ticked in his neck. "I have never caged you."

      "But you have raped me." The words were out of my mouth before I had a chance to take them back.

      I wasn’t even sure why I wanted to take them back.

      It was the truth.

      He raped me in that fucking room they strung me up in tonight.

      I couldn't understand why I felt guilt over speaking the truth.

      Did he?

      Did he really, Ashton?

      Think about this, Ashton.

      Trigger flinched and dropped his hand from my face.

      Shifting to the far end of the seat, he nodded stiffly. "Sí."

      "I didn’t mean–"

      "Don’t say it," he quickly cut me off. "It is the truth."

      "I wish it wasn’t."

      "The past cannot be changed," was all he replied.

      He didn’t speak to me after that and I was glad.

      I couldn’t seem to find my way out of my thoughts and being out of the compound was confusing me. I was on a sensory overload with new sights, sounds, and smells.

      All of the new sensations thrashing through me, combined with the agonizing pain I was currently experiencing, pushed me to a dark place in my mind.

      A part of me wanted to fall on my hands and knees right here in this car and beg Trigger to forgive me for my accidental treason that night, and then have him take my memories away.

      Because I could handle a lot of things in this life, but I couldn't handle all of the things at the same thing.

      I needed an anchor.

      I needed my Trig. Not the man sitting beside me. I needed the old him. Sure, this version of him had protected me, and to a point, I trusted him, but it wasn’t the same.

      It would never be the same again and the knowledge crushed me.

      He would never love me like before and I would never get past what he did to me in front of those men.

      "We are here," Trig announced when the car pulled to a stop outside my father's mansion. He turned to look at me, hand hovering over the door handle. "I kept my promise to you." He swallowed deeply and gave me a stiff nod. "You are home, Ashton Northwood."

      I opened my mouth to say something, anything, but he didn't wait around for a response.

      Instead, he climbed out of the car, slamming the door shut behind him.

      Trembling, I clasped my hands together and stared up at the regal looking building, feeling my head spin.

      Home.

      I was home.
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      True to his word, Fabio arrived at my father's estate no less than sixty minutes after our arrival.

      Well, not Fabio in the flesh, but he did send several of his guards to my father's estate to bring me home – or kill me.

      Yeah, I think a dead Ashton worked for him, too.

      A whore for a whore.

      I hadn't been given a chance to absorb my new-found surroundings when Trigger dragged me into a room that I never wanted to step foot inside again.

      Block it out, Ashton.

      Don’t remember him.

      It hurts too damn hard.

      He was a bad man…

      My father's desk was shoved aside, the luxurious albeit dusty Persian rug was dragged up, and then I was carefully lowered through the tiny trapdoor and into the darkness until my feet found purchase on the cold concrete awaiting several feet beneath the surface.

      "Stay here, corderito. I will come back for you."

      "No, Trig," I croaked out, staring up at him when he released my hands and slithered back from where he'd laid on his stomach to lower me into the hole. "Please don’t leave me –"

      "Do as you are told," was all he said before the wooden hatch slammed shut, leaving me bereft and alone.

      In the darkness, I stared at the closed trapdoor until the sound of gun fire filled my ears.

      And so it begins.

      Again.

      Panicked as reality crashed down on me, I turned on my heels and ran. Stumbling down the steep concrete steps of the passageway, I found myself back in another room I was far too accustomed to.

      Daddy's safe room.

      It was the same one my father had hidden me inside on countless occasions. A separate entity from the rest of the underground level of the mansion and only big enough to house a small child.

      Me.

      It was about the same size as the elevator my father had once taken me on during one of our secret day trips to the aquarium or the zoo. Like the elevator, the safe room had no windows.

      If my memory served me correctly, it was separated from the rest of the lower level of the house, going deep beneath the foundations of the property.

      When I was little and my father forced me to hide inside here, I would play for hours with my dolls by candlelight, while I waited for him to come get me.

      Now, I sat motionless, in the darkness, listening to the sound of silence and trying to reason with the part of my mind that had given up on life.

      When that didn’t work, I emptied my mind and just waited for whatever was happening outside to be over.

      Like a well-trained dog, I sat on the bottom step of the dusty, concrete staircase, taking comfort in the cool temperature of the room, while I waited for Trig to return – or for the men to come take me.

      Whichever came first.

      Plagued with painful memories, I found myself thinking about what Jethro had once said…

      

      "…He's going to get you killed. Or you'll get him killed. Or you'll both end up killing each other because you're both fucking insane. Either way, you're losing your mind in him, Ashton. It's not safe, and it won't end well…"

      

      Maybe he was right, and maybe I should have heard his warning all of those years ago. I certainly felt like I had lost my mind. Lost it in Trigger. Lost it in the madness surrounding the world I lived in. I couldn’t be sure anymore.

      But I knew Jethro was right about one thing; I was going to die.

      Before this war was over, someone with Crellid blood running through their veins was going to take my life away.

      I didn’t know when or how it would happen, but I knew that it would.

      I was going to die.

      And in a sick way, I welcomed the thought.
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      I spent several hours alone in the darkness before Trigger returned. When he finally came to get me, he was restless and on edge.

      I couldn’t blame him. Feuding with Fabio was a nerve-racking concept.

      Coming here was a strange move by Fabio. Surely, he had to know what the fate of his men would be the moment he unleashed them on Trig's new-found HQ.

      Something wasn't right.

      In fact, it was all wrong.

      Without speaking a word, Trigger threw the trapdoor open, sending light into the cellar, as he thundered down the staircase to collect me.

      "Can you walk?" he asked, tone irritated, as he stood several steps above me and extended his hand. He was breathing hard and the jacket he'd worn earlier was absent. "Corderito?"

      "Is it over?" I asked instead, slowly dragging myself to my feet, still naked beneath the jacket I was wrapped in.

      Asking him if it was over was a stupid question.

      He wouldn't be here if it wasn't.

      He answered me anyway in the form of a clipped nod and two simple words. "For now."

      "A-are you okay?" I asked, shivering violently.

      "Sí." Expelling a frustrated breath, he quickly reeled off a censored version of what had gone down before reaching for my hand.

      My heart squeezed tight, finding no comfort in his words, but immense pleasure in his touch as he herded me up the concrete steps towards the small square of light ahead that symbolized the open hatch in the floor.

      They were dead.

      Every last one of Fabio's men.

      They hadn't even breached the gates of the estate.

      They were killed on sight.

      All six car loads.

      So why send them here in the first place?

      Was it a message?

      Another one of his mind games?

      What was his endgame here?

      Why let me leave in the first place and then send countless men to their slaughter?

      Why not kill us both when he had the chance?

      I couldn't figure it out, and from the look of pure frustration etched on Trig's face, I guessed that he couldn't either.

      When we reached the top step, Trig lunged for the opening above our heads. He was 6'4, and the hatch was still a good two feet above his head.

      On a running jump, he reached for the opening and then used his upper body strength to haul himself up.

      Disappearing through the hatch, his face reappeared moments later. "Jump, Corderito," he instructed softly, leaning his upper body into the hole in the floor. "Come to me."

      At 5'4, I was at a severe disadvantage, but I did as he asked. Ignoring the blistering pain in my body, especially my throbbing back, I threw myself at him, jumping as high as I could with my arms extended.

      His fingers curled around my wrists, capturing me mid-air, and hauling me upwards.

      Pulling me through the narrow hole in the floor, he hooked one strong around my body, dragging me to him.

      Breathing hard, I squeezed my body through the hole and landed in a heap on the floor beside him.

      Trig didn’t waste any time closing the trapdoor. Springing to his feet, he quickly pushed the rug back in place and rearranged my father's desk until it looked as if we had never been there.

      "This is a trap," I whispered, casting a sideways glance his way from my perch on the floor. "Fabio? He's planning something, Trig. He didn’t send those men over here to die for no good reason. It's a trick, or a plan, or a sick clue you're supposed to unravel." I exhaled a weary sigh and pressed my fingertips to my forehead. "You know he likes to play and toy with his prey before he delivers the killer blow." I shivered. "That was foreplay, Trig, and he just came on your tits. "

      "Yes, corderito," he replied, helping me to my feet. "I am aware."

      "And?" Our chests brushed and I forced myself not to recoil as I steadied myself on my feet.

      As usual, his shoulder holster was strapped to his back, with his pistols tucked safely inside. I didn’t care today, though. I wasn't even tempted to snatch a gun.

      I eyed him warily, taking in the sight of the way his broad, muscular chest and thick corded arms stretched the fabric of his now-wrinkled black shirt.

      He looked deadlier and more dangerous than usual and I found myself taking a safe step back.

      Trig noticed my retreat and his nostrils flared, eyes softening. "Stop. You know that I would never hurt –"

      "Do you have any idea what his plan is?" I hurried to ask, unwilling to go there with him. I needed to focus on something other than us or I would break. "Do we have a counter plan?"

      The moment the words came out of my mouth, Trigger shut down.

      Whatever tenderness had been in his eyes quickly morphed into wary distain.

      "Follow me," was all he replied before abruptly leaving the room.

      Feeling overwhelmed and refusing to acknowledge my surroundings, I quickly hurried from his room, feeling a shiver roll down my spine as a tiny voice in the back of my mind screamed stay.

      Remember, Ashton.

      Fuck no!

      "I have a doctor waiting to see you," Trigger announced, tone harder than earlier. "He will tend to your wounds." His shoulder brushed against mine as we walked side by side down the familiar corridor towards the western wing of the house. "Whatever you need…" His voice trailed off as he tapped furiously on the keypad of his phone. "He is very discreet."

      Of course he's discreet, I thought to myself.

      Doctors, lawyers, or anyone else that dabbled in the affairs of The Order or any other criminal organization in the underworld had to have the discretion side of things nailed down.

      If they didn’t, well, let's just say, they would not be alive for long.

      Discretion was a vital attribute to possess in our world.

      Not bothering to respond, I kept my gaze locked on Trigger, watching as he moved with purpose through my father's house.

      He knew his way around.

      That much was clear.

      "You've been here before," I whispered, curiosity piqued. "Many times."

      "Sí," he confirmed, not bothering to look up from his phone. He was so familiar with his surroundings that when he took a left under the archway that separated two of the house wings, his feet didn't falter once.

      "When?" I asked with a frown.

      Silence.

      "Trig?"

      "Yes, corderito?" He sounded distracted, like he was only half listening to me. "What is it?"

      "When have you been here before?" I repeated, upping my pace to keep up with his long strides, as we passed countless closed doors with armed guards stationed outside.

      I frowned, noticing that every one of them bore a flaming crucifix on their necks.

      The shared tattoo was no bigger than the size of a thumb, but I knew what it symbolized.

      The army.

      His army.

      "That is not your concern," Trig finally replied, shoving his phone back in his pocket. He cast a quick glance over his shoulder, noted that I was still following him, and then nodded in approval before continuing down the corridor.

      A flicker of defiance sparked to life inside of me and I stopped walking.

      Something inside of me demanded that I not allow this man, who was once my equal, to ignore me.

      When Trig finally noticed I wasn't beside him, he turned around and retraced his steps, looking unimpressed.

      "Walk." He narrowed his eyes. "Now."

      "Tell me," I pushed, feeling a spark of fire ignite inside of me. "How do you know your way around my house, Trigger?"

      We had a full-on ninety second stare down where neither one of us moved a muscle, let alone blinked, before he blew out a frustrated growl.

      "Do you remember when we raised the army?"

      I rolled my eyes. "Obviously."

      The seven years Trig and I had spent together had been spent plotting our revenge on Fabio.

      Day in, day out, nights awake, nights dreaming…

      At first, it was a pipe dream. A silly notion tossed around from one wounded child to another in a bid to both comfort one another and cope with the desolation in our lives – in our fragile minds.

      Back then, I couldn’t see a way out of Trigger Laperro if I wanted to. I was trapped inside his personal hell just as deeply as he was trapped inside of mine.

      Orphans.

      Friends.

      Comrades.

      Protectors.

      Equals.

      But then something had switched.

      Our bodies changed.

      Our feelings deepened.

      Our lust for vengeance grew.

      Our brains merged.

      Our pain fused.

      Until we were one.

      Lovers.

      Soulmates.

      Wolf and lamb.

      King and queen.

      Always equals.

      My pain was his pain and his battles were my battles.

      Ride or die.

      In our foolish naivety and thirst for vengeance, we plotted to overthrow his father. Knowing that taking the lives of his children would never suffice, we had planned to hit Fabio Crellid where it would hurt the most.

      We planned to take his power.

      Instinctively, my hand moved to my other arm, thumb trailing over the letters branded on the inside of my wrist.

      The letters that matched the ones on his wrist.

      He glared back at me. "It was here."

      My eyes widened in surprise. "This was HQ?"

      He offered me a clipped nod and strode off.

      This time, I hurried after him.

      "Wait – you've been using my father's home as a what? A whorehouse? A warehouse? A hideout? A drug den? A shipping compound?"

      When he didn’t respond, I had my answer.

      All of the above.

      "How?" I choked out, stunned. "How in the hell did you manage to do this under his nose?"

      And without telling me…

      "I clearly didn’t," he shot back flatly. "You belong to me, and this –" he gestured around us, "has always been mine." He shrugged unapologetically. "You were promised to me many years ago, corderito. It has been mine since then. Where did you think I was doing it?"

      "I thought you said it was ours," I whispered, tightening my hold on my wrist.

      "What?"

      "This place," I replied flatly. "You said it was ours."

      "You know what I mean, corderito." His eyes darkened and his jaw ticked. "It is mine in his eyes."

      "You should have told me," was all I replied, deciding to let it go, too weary to fight anymore today.

      "I told you too much," was his curt reply. "And look where it got us."

      Here we go.

      Back to the blame game.

      I shook my head. "Whatever, Trig."

      He arched brow. "Whatever?"

      "Yeah, Trig." I sighed, feeling my shoulders slump in defeat. "Whatever. Keep it all. The house. The estate. The army. The money. The overseas accounts. I don’t care. I don’t want it anymore." I wrapped my arms around my middle, wincing in discomfort. "I'm done."

      Anger flashed in his eyes. "Stop it."

      "Stop what?"

      "Acting as if you are dead on the inside."

      I shrugged. "Maybe I am."

      "You are not dead, corderito. You are wounded and behaving like a child. Like a weak little girl," he growled, stepping closer. "And it does not suit you."

      "What do you care?" I deadpanned. "You left me. For two years. And then you let him imprison me in a fucking whorehouse for a week."

      If he could play the blame game, then so could I.

      "Another pity party, corderito?" He cocked another condescending brow. "I thought more of you."

      "That makes two of us," I mumbled before stepping around him. "I thought more of you, too, Trig."

      His hand snaked out, quicker than lightning, fingers curling around my wrist.

      "Do not walk away from me," he warned, pulling me back to him. "That is not how this is going to go." His chest was rising and falling quicker. "You fucked up today, Ashton." He pulled me so close to him that I could feel the tremor rolling through him. "Again." His eyes were almost black and blazing with heat. "You made life very difficult for me." He swallowed hard. "And you do not get to play the wounded princess role with me."

      He was irritated.

      He couldn't read me.

      That made two of us.

      I didn't know myself in this moment.

      This weak, worn down version of me was foreign to the both of us.

      His hand tightened on my wrist. "You do not fall apart," he growled, and there was an edge to his tone. "You are a soldier."

      "I don't think I am," I sniffled. "Not anymore."

      "I know you are," he corrected, eyes burning holes in mine. "Change is coming. Sooner than I predicted, and you –" he paused to tip my chin up, forcing me to look at him, "you will lick your wounds. You will rest and repair. Then you will rise back up like the soldier you are and fight with me!"

      "No, I won't." I shook my head, desolate. "So, you can save yourself a whole heap of trouble and send me back to your father," I added, feeling lifeless. "Or follow through on your promise and kill me." I looked him right in the eyes and gave him my truth. "Either way, I really don’t care anymore."

      "You do care," he bit out, pulling me flush against his big body.

      "No." I laughed humorlessly. "I really don’t."

      "This is what you have always wanted." He gestured around us. "You wanted to be free from him. I am giving that to you."

      "I want a bird," I mumbled, checking out on him. On life.

      "Stop with the damn bird!" Trigger snarled, clearly furious with me. "You are the bird," he added. "A fucking cuckoo bird."

      "And the whore. I want her, too," I added, thinking back to the girl. "I owe her a favor."

      Trig balked. "What?"

      "The whore Patrice fucked," I explained, barely recognizing the sound of my own voice now. "Tanya with the red hair." I shrugged weakly. "I think we could be friends."

      He gaped at me. "You are crazy."

      Enemies, lovers, kings and clowns, in the end, they all fall down…

      Was this what being in shock felt like?

      Was that what was happening to me?

      "Can I have a bird and the whore?"

      Trig narrowed his eyes. "No. You can have power and freedom because you want power and freedom!"

      I stared blankly back at him. "Not anymore."

      He balked in disbelief at my response. "Since when?"

      "What do you care? You don’t even want me," I strangled out, feeling tears well up. "You hate me. You blame me for her death. You left me with those monsters. Two years. All by myself. The things they –" I shook my head and blew out a ragged, tortured breath. "You punished me for something I'm not even sure I caused." A tear trickled down my cheek. "I'm ruined now. My body. My mind. My heart. My hope. My future. I have nothing left. No family. Nothing." Sniffing, I exhaled brokenly. "What the hell have I got left to fight for?"

      He shook his head, but didn’t deny any of it.

      "You will stay with me," he finally said, tone harsh and full of grit, his words a warning. "Because you are mine."

      "But you don’t –"

      "Because you are mine," he repeated passionately. "I claimed you. I am responsible for you. It does not matter what I want or what you want. We are here. Together." Agitated, he ran a hand through his black hair. "We will make the best of a bad situation."

      "Wow," I whispered, pressing a hand to my chest, knowing that no amount of pressure could stop the aching inside. "How does it feel, Trig?"

      He frowned, brows knitting together in confusion.

      "To kill with words instead of bullets."

      "It is not my intention to hurt you," he replied, sounding pained. "I do not wish to cause you pain."

      "Then take it away," I begged.

      His eyes pleaded with me. "How?"

      "Forgive me," I whimpered.

      He didn’t need to say it for me to see the truth in his storm-filled eyes.

      It was right there for me to see.

      It wasn't that he wouldn't forgive me.

      He couldn't.

      Taking me by the hand, he tugged me down the hallway towards the staircase. "I will fix you," he declared hoarsely, stopping at the bottom of father's impressive staircase to sweep me into his arms. "I will put you back together again."
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      Cold to the bone, I remained silent in Trigger's arms as he carried me upstairs to the quarters that housed my childhood bedroom. Waiting just inside the door was a doctor, ready to tend to the damage Fabio and his men had caused to my body.

      My flesh was covered in cuts and welts.

      "Fix her!" Trigger commanded the moment he sat me down on the couch in the living area of my former quarters. "Everywhere."

      "Hello to you, too," the doctor began to say, but quickly snapped his mouth shut when he registered his livid expression. "Okay, miss," he coaxed, moving towards me with a large black case in hand. "We will make you all better again."

      Like a robot, I allowed the doctor to treat me, not caring about a single word that came out of his mouth as he tried to put me at ease.

      Not caring about the look of concern in Trigger's eyes every time he stopped pacing to look at me.

      Not caring that I was stripped naked for another man to examine my body from head to toe.

      Not caring about the cream and gauze he pressed to my wounds.

      I didn’t put up a fight when I was handed a colorful concoction of pills to take.

      I simply swallowed them.

      Because it didn’t matter to me anymore.

      Because I was done.

      "Espera, espera, espera!" Trigger commanded when the doctor moved towards me with a syringe. "Wait!"

      Up until now, he had dutifully explained everything he was doing to my body as he treated me, but I hadn't heard a word of it.

      "I said hold the fuck up." Closing the space between us, Trig eyed the syringe in his hand with mistrust. "What is that for?"

      "Depo shot," the doctor explained, staring in confusion at Trigger. "Standard protocol."

      "Depo?" Trig's brows knitted tightly together. "I do not understand that word."

      "Birth control," the doctor reeled off before turning his attention back to me, syringe in hand. "The standard shot for your father's girls." With gentle hands, the doctor nudged me onto my side, hand moving to my butt. "Just relax, miss. You'll feel a small pinch –"

      The sound of a gun cocking filled the air. "Stick her with that needle and I will shoot your cock off."

      Startled, the doctor quickly tossed the syringe aside and held his hands up. "I apologize, Mr. Laperro," he hurried to say. "I presumed since she was new that you would need to have her taken care of."

      "She is not a whore," Trigger spat, looking truly livid. "I do not keep whores."

      "Of course you don’t," the doctor quickly agreed. "I'm very sorry for the misunderstanding."

      "You do not put that in her body without permission," Trig continued, gun still aimed at the doctor. "Not ever."

      "Okay." The doctor swallowed deeply. "Would you like me to administer her with the –"

      "Not me!" Trig roared, eyes bulging. "Her!"

      The doctor gaped at him. "I don’t understand."

      "It is quite simple, doctor. If you wish to stick a needle in my body, you ask me." He narrowed his eyes. "If you wish to stick a needle in her body, you ask her."

      "Miss –"

      "Ashton!"

      "Ashton," the doctor quickly amended, wiping a bead of sweat from his brow. "Would you like for me to administer you with the Depo-Provera shot? It's a form of birth control that will prevent pregnancy for three months."

      "I probably shouldn’t," I replied numbly, pulling myself into a sitting position.

      "No?" The doctor's fluffy white brows rose in surprise. "I can assure you that it is very safe and effective."

      I shook my head. "No thank you."

      At a loss, the doctor turned to look at Trigger, who did not look happy with me.

      His nostrils were flaring, jaw tight, and he looked like he wanted to kill me, but he offered a clipped nod. "Her choice."

      Whoa, he just backed down, Ashton.

      Maybe the old Trig is still inside of him after all.

      "It's just that I'm already pregnant, doctor, so it would be a waste of a shot," I found myself needing to explain, as I folded my hands on my lap. Looking to Trig, I asked, "Can I have a bird now?"

      He froze on the spot. "What?"

      "A bird." Dropping my gaze to my bare thighs, I walked my fingers up and down my flesh, smiling when goose pimples appeared. "I hope Peter's cage is still here."

      "Los cojones!" Trigger barked. "Stop with the mind games, corderito. Now!"

      "Pregnant?" the doctor asked in a level tone.

      "She is not pregnant," Trig spat, turning his attention to the doctor. "I have been taking care of it." Releasing a furious snarl, he paced the room. "Her mind is slipping on her."

      "Little pills," I mused, mind swirling. "Every day." A giggle escaped me. "But I'm far too clever for the wolf."

      Clearing his throat, the doctor turned back to me. This time he spoke in a much softer tone. "Do you remember the date of your last period?"

      "Mmm-hmm." Nodding, I continued to walk my fingers over my flesh. "It finished ten days before my initiation." I released a heavy sigh. "Fabio needed me to ovulate for Jethro." I peeked up at the doctor and smiled. "I did good, huh?"

      "Are you fucking with me?" Trig roared. "Bastardo!"

      "According to the code, it's a good omen for a whore to conceive on her initiation," I continued with a small shrug. "If a boy is conceived through initiation, he will rank above the others. It is extremely rare, but it is said that boy will become the rightful heir to the family legacy. Fabio was conceived through his birth whore's initiation." I smiled proudly. "And so was Trig –"

      "But you did not!" Trig choked out, shaking now. "She did not conceive a monster for him to groom," he told the doctor. "I made sure of it."

      "Nope," I whispered. "He's wrong again. I got sick and threw up."

      "¡Usted debe estar bromeando!" Trig paled and staggered back. "And you did not tell me?"

      "I stabbed you. I thought you were pissed off." I shrugged again. "My bad."

      "And the birth control pill? The one you are supposed to take every day?"

      I shrugged. "Oops."

      "Jesus Christ, Ashton!" He yanked on the ends of his hair. "No puedo creer esto!"

      "It is in poor taste to take the lord's name in vain, Salvatore," I reminded him.

      Trig visibly flinched at my words.

      "And when was your…initiation?" the doctor asked kindly.

      "Um…" Glancing up at the ceiling, I pondered the question. "Forever ago."

      "Okay." With a heavy sigh, the doctor retrieved a rectangular box from his bag and placed it on my lap. "I'll need you to –"

      "Get out," Trig ordered, cutting him off. "We do not require your services any longer."

      "Mr. Laperro, I strongly urge you to –"

      "I said get out!" Trig roared, pointing a finger at the door. "Now, dammit!"

      Hurrying to his feet, the doctor snatched his bag up and hurried for the door.

      He no sooner had the door open when a thundering bang filled my ears.

      Stunned, I watched as his lifeless body crumpled to the floor.

      A steady flow of red blood trickled from the back of his skull.

      "I think you killed the doctor, Trig," I pointed out, gaze flicking between the body and the beast standing with the gun. "Bad wolf. "

      "Well, I could hardly let him leave, could I?" Trig snapped, shoving his gun back into his holster. "He would have gone straight to Fabio and told him what you are housing inside of your body."

      "Housing?" I scrunched my nose up at that.

      "And if you think that monster caged you these past nine years, just wait until he finds out what we made!" He released a frustrated growl. "You will never be free now! He will take it from you." Shaking his head, he paced the room, beyond livid. "Dammit, corderito, what the fuck have you done?" Another furious roar escaped him. "Do you have any idea what this means for you?"

      "For us."

      "No." He shook his head, refuting my words. "I fixed this. You cursed us!"

      Grabbing both the test and my arm, he hauled me to my feet and dragged me into the bathroom.

      Marching me over to the toilet bowl, he pushed me down on the seat and ripped at the package.

      "Pray, corderito," he snarled, ripping and biting at the plastic encasing the rectangular box. "Fucking pray that you are mistaken." Tearing the plastic stick from the box, he shoved it into my hand and glared at me. "Because if you are not, I will kill it myself."

      "Trig," I strangled out, heart hammering violently. "How can you –"

      "Do it!" he commanded, shoving my hand between my legs. "Piss!"

      Trembling, I forced myself to pee and then held the stick out to him.

      Without hesitation, Trig snatched it out of my hand and paced the bathroom, never once taking his eyes off the tiny screen on the stick.

      Seconds ticked by, turning into minutes, until Trig finally stopped pacing.

      "Congratulations," he said in a deathly cold voice. "You fucked us both."

      "I didn’t do it on my own," I strangled out, feeling weak as awareness smacked me straight in the face. "Wait – I'm really pregnant?"

      "Not for long," he assured me, tone hard and unyielding. "I will make arrangements."

      "But you can't," I gasped. "What about your god?"

      "My god will understand," he snapped, tossing the stick in the sink. "Do not get your hopes up on this," he added, giving me a warning look. "It is not something that will happen for us right now."

      "But it's already here," I whispered, lip wobbling. "I can't get rid of our baby."

      "I will get you a bird," he relented, voice thick with emotion. "I will get you a house full of birds. I will get you whatever your heart desires, but I cannot give you that." He pointed to my stomach and a huge tremor racked through him. "I will not give that monster an heir conceived through initiation."

      "But you're an heir," I strangled out, tears trickling down my cheeks. "You were conceived through initiation, too–"

      "Exactly," Trig choked out, voice cracking. "And look what happened to the woman who birthed me! Look what they did to her! Look what they did to me! To you because you dared to love me!" He shook his head. "No."

      "Trig!"

      "I will not watch history repeat itself, corderito," he bit out, tone leaving no room for argument. "If you knew what this truly was – a sentence far worse than death – then you would not be crying. I will make you an appointment somewhere, or I will have someone come here to take care of this." He shook his head and expelled a pained breath. "I will keep you alive and safe." His shoulders stiffened when a sob tore through me. "I will give you babies further down the line, if a family is truly what you wish and long for. In a few years, when my father is burning in hell, I will fill you with my babies, but you cannot have that one. I will not allow it. It's too dangerous."

      Clenching my eyes shut, I dropped my head in my hands and gripped my hair. "How can you say that?"

      "Because I understand what that thing's life will amount to and you do not. You want me to father a child? You want to bring another bastard into this world?" He shook his head in disbelief. "You are possessed by madness, corderito. I cannot allow this to happen. In time, I will give you all of the children you desire."

      "I don’t want all of the children," I spat. "I want the one growing inside of me."

      "Impossible."

      "Well, I'm not doing it," I warned, meeting his glare with one of mine. "You can't make me."

      Emotions masked, Trig closed the space between us.

      "Oh, corderito." Crouching down in front of me, he took my chin in his hands. "Of course I can make you. And you will do as I say." Trailing his thumb over my bottom lip, he tugged on my chin, yanking my face towards him. "Because if you push me on this, I will tie you down and cut it out of you with my own bare hands."

      "No." A pained sob choked out of me and Trig released my face. "You can't make me do this."

      "It is happening," he declared, giving me his back as he stalked for the door. "Do not get attached."

      "I fucking hate you!" I screamed after him.

      "Throw your tantrums, corderito, but it will not change the outcome," was all he replied before the door clicked shut behind him.
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      Sitting on the edge of the bath tub, I dipped my toes in the warm water, watching as the bubbles clung to my calves. I’d taken a ridiculous number of baths in this very tub since my return, for no other reason than it was something to do.

      And god knows, I needed something to occupy my time while I waited.

      Waited for Fabio to attack again.

      Waited for Trigger to return and take my baby from me.

      Shivering, I braced myself, gripped the porcelain rim, and slowly lowered myself into the water, wincing when it touched my spine.

      My welts were still painful, although not nearly as excruciating as they had been.

      Biting down so hard on my lip that I could feel the familiar taste of metallic copper on my tongue, I slowly positioned myself in the center of the large, oval tub and hooked my arms around my bunched-up knees.

      I had a lot of time to think, to clear my head and make sense of my surroundings.

      Now that I wasn't under constant threat of rape or death, and was actually getting decent sleep at night, I found myself slowly piecing my thoughts back together.

      I felt myself steadying the ship that was my mental wellness.

      A little more clear-headed than before, I found myself plotting.

      Plotting and planning and scheming was a favorite pastime of mine.

      Before, I wasted my days plotting vengeance on Fabio.

      Now, I spent every second of my days plotting and planning the future of the baby in my womb.

      In three days, Trigger would return home from his latest excursion. That meant I had three days to figure out how to change his mind.

      Exhaling heavily, I turned my face to one side and rested my cheek on my knees, trying not to think too much about something I wasn’t sure I would be able to keep, but desperately wanted to.

      I knew full well that if I let myself fall in love with this baby and Trigger took it away from me, I would never be able to recover mentally.

      So I broke my thoughts down to small, bite-sized pieces and kept my mind focused on the only part of this pregnancy I dared to think about.

      Changing Trig’s mind.

      If I couldn’t, then I would have to kill him.

      It was that simple.

      When I felt myself begin to panic at the thought of losing either Trigger or the baby, I forced my mind to go completely blank.

      I need to not lose the small amount of sanity I had reclaimed.

      "What do you think, Peter?" I asked, eyes locked on the beautiful African Grey Parrot lounging in a cage next to the tub. I had found him next to my bed the morning after Trigger told me that I had to have an abortion. "Is Trig a cocksucker?"

      "Cocksucker," Peter dutifully squawked back. "Fuckin' cocksucker. Cocksuckin' Trig!"

      Grinning, I pressed my face against my knees and giggled. "You're right. He's a bad wolf."

      "Bad cocksuckin' fuckin' wolf," he squawked back, swinging on his little swing set. "Fuckin' Trig."

      "He's not so bad," I confessed. "Usually. But he's forgotten who he is." Sighing heavily, I reached up and wiped my face, enjoying the heat from my hands. "He's scared."

      "Scaredy wolf, scaredy wolf," Peter parroted.

      "God, I love you," I chuckled, feeling my smile stretch my cheeks.

      "Forgive me," Peter squawked then. "Please. Please. Cocksuckin' Trig."

      The smile fell from my face.

      Yeah, I really needed to stop confiding in the bird.

      Regretting telling Peter every last one of my secrets, I closed my eyes and let my mind wander past the baby growing inside me, delving into the deepest, saddest moments of my life.

      Like always, my memories took me straight back to that night two years ago.

      The beginning of my end.

      God, it was like no other pain I'd ever experienced in my life.

      Worse than that night in his father's lair.

      Worse than how it felt when my father died.

      That night was the night I realized that the human heart didn’t house the human emotions because it could have never continued to beat if it truly endured what I had in that moment. Our feelings were tucked away somewhere much deeper. Somewhere where no physical element or force could touch them.

      I guess that was why they were so hard to heal.

      Shivering, I pushed past the revulsion, terror, and heartache, and forced myself to remember that night – or at least, what I dared to remember...

      

      Naked as the day I was born, Trigger dragged me from the room by my hair.

      I was so frightened by his outburst that I didn’t dare try to stop him.

      For the first time in my life, I genuinely feared the man I loved more than life itself.

      On my hands and knees, I scrambled after him, hissing out in pain when he yanked on my hair with ruthless force.

      "Trig, please! You're hurting me –"

      "Do not speak to me," he sneered, marching me through the entryway of the estate and across the cobbled courtyard until he reached his car.

      Releasing my hair, he yanked the passenger door open and pointed a trembling finger at the seat. "Get the fuck in before I change my mind and kill you now!"

      Terrified, I forced my limbs to unlock from their submissive position and crawled into the seat, body racking with violent tremors.

      "Trig, I swear, I didn’t do anything –"

      "Shut the fuck up!" he roared, climbing into the driver's seat beside me. "Just –" A pained snarl tore from his throat and he lunged for me, gripping my jaw painfully tight. "Puta," he spat, glaring into my eyes with such hatred that I wilted away from him. "Puta traidora!"

      "I'm not a whore," I whimpered, flinching in pain. "I didn't –"

      "Do not speak," he snarled, roughly shoving my face away and starting the engine. "You make me sick."

      "I've been framed –"

      My words broke off when the back of his hand smacked me hard across the face.

      "Speak again and I will cut your tongue off!" he roared, visibly shaking with unrestrained fury. "Crellid whore!"

      Stunned, I sagged against my door and cupped my cheek.

      My eyes filled with tears as the reality of what had happened sunk in.

      Trig hit me.

      He fucking hit me.

      It wasn't a game.

      It wasn't a joke.

      He honest to god lashed out with force, intending to inflict physical pain on me.

      As awareness swept through me, I felt something inside of me float away.

      My faith.

      He didn’t speak another word – well, none that I understood – and neither did I.

      Wherever he was taking me, I didn’t care.

      I was breaking inside.

      Raised and then ravaged by wolves.

      Numb, I sat motionless beside him while I waited for him to decide my fate.

      It wasn’t until the bright orange, pillowing flames illuminating the night sky came into sight that I jerked out of my mournful solitude.

      "Oh my god," I gasped, hand moving to cup my mouth when my brain made sense of what my eyes were seeing. "That's the –"

      "Church," Trig filled in for me, tone laced with venom. "Sí."

      Pulling to an abrupt stop, he cut the engine and shoved his door open.

      My mouth was still hanging open, eyes glistening with tears, when Trigger rounded the car and opened my door.

      Yanking me out by the arm, he marched me straight towards the burning church.

      "What happened?" I cried. My stomach lurched when my eyes landed on the dozen or so burnt corpses laid out on the ground. "Oh my god –"

      "You," he snarled, swinging me around to clutch my throat. "You happened." He squeezed so tightly he cut off my air supply. "You killed them." He increased the pressure on my throat. "Fucking whore."

      With a sneer, he roughly shoved me to the ground.

      Landing on my hands and knees amongst the bodies, I gasped for air but the smell, the god-awful stench of singed hair and flesh, filled my senses.

      Unable to stop myself, I threw up.

      "Breathe it in," Trig ordered, coming to stand behind me. "Open your fucking eyes and breathe in their death." Cupping the back of my head, he forced my face into the dirt and ashes, giving me no option but to breathe in the smell of death. "Look at what you did."

      "I didn’t tell –"

      "Do not lie!" he bellowed and I cowered away from his closed fist, curling up in the smallest ball I could amongst the dead. "You are to blame." Unclenching his fist, he ran his hand through his hair and took several steps back. "You betrayed me!"

      I shook my head, stunned. "H-how?"

      "How?" he repeated, livid. "How!" He laughed humorlessly and pulled his gun from the holster at his side. "You told them about this place!” Aiming the gun right at me, he closed the space between us and hissed, "You fucking told them and they mutilated her!"

      "Trig –"

      "They raped her," he continued, pushing the barrel of the gun into my flesh. "At the altar of my God! And those nuns –" His voice broke off and he quickly strode around in circles, delirious with rage and grief. "What they did to those poor women –"

      Shaking his head, he used his forearm to wipe a rogue tear from his cheek before turning back to me, expression cold.

      "You cost me everything." Gun aimed at my head once more, he marched towards me. "You fucking whore!"

      With his free hand, he yanked me to my feet only to push me up against a nearby tree.

      "Please, Trig, I didn’t –"

      "Why?" The question was torn from his chest. "Did I not treat you with respect?" Tears flew freely down his cheeks now. "Did I not worship you? Did I not love you enough?"

      "Yes. Of course you did –"

      "Was it all a game to you?" A pained sound tore from deep inside of him. "Were you playing me for all these years?"

      "No, Trig, I swear –" I began to say, but he cut me off by squeezing my throat with his free hand, once again cutting off my precious supply of oxygen.

      "Run, little lamb, and run quickly."

      Clutching my throat tighter, he leaned close and pressed a hard kiss to my forehead before quickly pulling back.

      "Find a very good place to hide from your wolf and stay hidden." Chest heaving, he shoved the barrel of the gun against my forehead, right between my eyes, and whispered, "Don’t look back. Don’t even dare to breathe too loudly. Because the next time we meet, when I find you again, I will kill you…"

      

      His English improved, I thought dejectedly, forcing my mind back to the present. Wherever Trig had gone for the last two years, it had been somewhere where he'd learned the language far better than I'd ever taught him.

      Inhaling and then slowly exhaling several calming breaths, I coaxed my heart back to a somewhat steady rhythm.

      Only when the water in the faucet ran cold and my tears dried up did I climb out of the tub.

      Ignoring a towel, I dried my feet on the luscious bath mat, slipped on a bathrobe, and moved straight for my bird.

      Peter the second.

      Petey bird, 2.0.

      A gift from Trig.

      He was still in there.

      Somewhere...

      I hadn't seen him since the morning after the doctor's visit. He was avoiding the house, and avoiding me like the plague while he attended to so-called business, but that didn't mean that I had stopped thinking about him.

      He was on my mind constantly.

      We needed to talk and he needed to do what I wanted.

      Wheeling Peter's huge cage back into my bedroom, I set him up next to the window, just how he liked it, and spent an ornate amount of time just looking at him.

      A soft knock on my bedroom door had me swinging around just in time to find the small red-head in the doorway.

      Another gift from Trig.

      "He's back," Tanya announced from my bedroom doorway.

      My heart jack-knifed in my chest. "Trig?"

      She nodded. "Uh-huh. Scowling like a beast. He's downstairs right now."

      "He's early," I blurted out, panic rising up inside of me. "I was to have three more days –"

      "He's alone," she hurried to say. "So don't worry too much. Whatever he has decided to do will not be happening tonight."

      Meaning he didn’t bring a doctor here to cut it out of me, like he had promised.

      "What should I do?" I heard myself ask the tiny, newly-retired whore, surprising myself with how quickly I had taken to her.

      I never had a friend besides Trig and Jet before, and never, ever a girl.

      When I found Tanya sitting at the foot of my bed the morning after Peter arrived, I'd been stunned. I wasn't sure if I'd been serious when I asked Trig for the whore. But he took me seriously and either bought her or stole her from the Crellid Estate.

      I suspected the latter.

      She seemed elated to be here, desperate to please, and I was grateful for the company. As long as she kept her eyes and mouth off my prince, we would get along just fine.

      "How do I stop this?" I added, knowing that I didn't need to evaluate further. Like the weakling I was, I'd told the whore about the baby. Don't ask me why, but loneliness and isolation were wreaking havoc on my mind.

      I think telling her was my attempt at keeping myself grounded and in the present. Besides, she'd shown me kindness in the whorehouse. I wouldn't forget that.

      "No knives," Tanya warned, eyeing me warily. "Or guns."

      I pouted. "I wasn't going to stab him."

      She arched a brow. "Weren't you?"

      I huffed out a breath. "Fine," I relented. "I might have, but only if I didn't get my way."

      "That's a child's way of thinking," she said, stepping into my room. "You are not a child, Ashton."

      "I'm not?"

      "No." Shaking her head, she smiled. "You are a woman."

      "I know that," I squeezed out. "I just..." I shrugged. "We kind of lose it with each other easily."

      Her grin widened. "Perfect. Make him lose it first."

      "I can do that," I agreed and then whispered, "But how?"

      Tanya's eyes gleamed with mischief. "By thinking like a woman."

      "Has this ever happened to you, Tanya?" I asked quietly.

      "What? Having a hot-as-fuck don worship the ground I walk on?" She arched a brow. "What do you think?"

      "No." I grimaced. "I meant have you ever loved someone so much that you literally have no control over your own thoughts?"

      She smirked. "So, you do love him?"

      I scrunched my nose up. "Nope."

      She rolled her eyes. "Just go downstairs and fuck his brains out. Men are always far more compliable when their balls are empty."
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      "I got your gifts," I announced, hovering in the doorway of my father's sitting room, feeling small and uncertain. Trigger kept his broad back to me as I spoke.

      "I love it – I love them both." Flustered and with a heart-spiking temperature, I shrugged and clasped my hands together, watching him warily. "Thank you."

      With a tumbler of amber liquid in his hand, he leaned against the wall, attention riveted to the darkness outside the window.

      I hadn't seen him in two weeks and my eyes greedily drank him in.

      Even though he made no move to answer me, I could tell that he was listening. I could tell that my presence affected him. The muscles hidden beneath the white shirt he was wearing had coiled tight the moment I opened my mouth.

      "I hope they please you," he finally replied before draining the contents of his glass. Setting the crystal tumbler on the window sill, he leaned closer to the glass, clearly watching something that I couldn’t see. "Let me know if there is anything else you wish to have and I will make it happen."

      Our baby, was on the tip of my tongue but for once in my life, I reined it in and kept quiet.

      "What are you looking at?" I asked as curiosity willed me into the room. "What's out there?" Moving to stand beside him, I peered into the darkness but came up empty. "What can you see?"

      "Nothing." Trig sighed and the movement caused his arm to brush against mine. "Yet."

      A deep shiver rolled through me and I wrestled with my emotions, wanting to both run from him and run to him. "Trig… about us."

      He cut me a dark look and I quickly changed course.

      "Not that," I hurried to amend, choosing to attack the baby conversation when I had gained some higher ground. "Us. You and me. I wanted to tell you that I really app –"

      "Do not say it," he cut me off, tone quiet. Shoving his hands into his pockets, he kept his gaze on the window. "It is not necessary."

      "Thank you," I blurted out anyway, unable to live with this gaping hole in my chest a second longer. "For saving my life –"

      "I said stop." With a shake of his head, he moved to turn away from me, but I reached out and grabbed his arm. He stiffened under my touch but he didn’t pull away. "Stop," he repeated, voice pained. "Stop."

      "Thank you." Tugging his hand from his pocket, I entwined our fingers and stepped closer. Heart thumping violently, I cradled his large, tattooed hand to my chest, and stared into his wickedly dark eyes. "Thank you."

      "Corderito," he sighed, Adam's apple bobbing his throat, as his eyes searched mine. "I do not want to hear you say those words to me again."

      I stepped closer and he shook his head. "I'm grateful, Trig."

      "You owe me nothing for bringing you home." His eyes flared with heat as he tried to put some distance between us – an impossible thing to do when I refused to let go of his hand. "It is your god given right to be here," he continued, failing to pull his hand free from both of mine. "So just live out your life and enjoy your peace."

      "With you?"

      He frowned, not understanding.

      "Live out my life with you?" I pushed, pulse fluttering.

      "I need you to stay with me," he explained, brows furrowed. "It is the only way I can keep you safe from him. You will not come to any harm here. You have my word." He sighed heavily. "And I do not expect you to fight with the army. I should not have asked you for that. It is not a role you play anymore. It is not good for your health. I understand that now." Jaw clenched, his eyes roamed over my body, lingering on my stomach before quickly looking away. "I am sorry for my absence." His voice was low and gruff. "I needed some time." He swallowed deeply. "To process."

      I knew it.

      Taking care of business, my ass.

      He was avoiding me.

      I nodded slowly, not taking my eyes off him. "It's okay."

      "No," he corrected quietly. "It is really not."

      "It was a lot to take in," I offered breathily. "A lot has happened in a very short period of time."

      "Sí," he agreed grimly. "But I want you to know something."

      "Okay?"

      "I need you to know that even though you are under my protection, and we have this union, I do not expect you to service me."

      I cocked a brow. "Service you?"

      "Wrong word?"

      "I sure as hell hope so."

      "Fuck." He shook his head and released a frustrated growl. "What I am trying to say is that you are not a whore in this house. Not under my roof. Do you understand me? That is not your role."

      "I think so." Nodding, I released a shaky breath. "But I'm still yours, right?"

      "No, corderito." He stared hard at me. "You are not my whore."

      "But you said –"

      "I have said many things," he snapped, sounding flustered. "I have made many mistakes with you. But you are no whore, and despite my behavior, I have never thought of you as one."

      "Then what am I?"

      He stared hard at me, but didn’t respond.

      "Trig?"

      "If I could give you freedom, I would." Expelling a pained breath, he went there first when he said, "If I could give you the baby you crave, I would, but it is not possible for us. Not right now. Not in our world."

      "You already gave me the baby, Trig," I reminded him, unable to keep the emotion from my voice. "You just need to allow nature to take its course."

      "No." His hands balled into fists at his sides. "That is not possible."

      My eyes filled with tears. "Don't make me do this."

      He stiffened and turned away from me. "This conversation is over."

      "Please, Trig. We can lie about the dates," I urged, reaching for him, unwilling and unable to back down. "Hide me. Lock me away. I'll stay inside. I won't tell anyone." I tightened my hold on his hand. "Just...just let me do this." I swallowed the lump in my throat before continuing, "I can do this, Trig. I think I might be good at it."

      "It is too dangerous," he ground out. "And even if you were not in danger, you are too young to be burdened with something I did to you."

      I frowned at him. "What?"

      "You were not willing that night." His eyes burned with heat. "I took it anyway." He shook his head in disgust. "And I put something inside of your unwilling body."

      "I'm willing now, Trig," I blurted out. "I am."

      He shook his head and turned away. "It has to go."

      "I want to be a mother."

      "And I do not want to be a father."

      "Because you're scared," I told him. "Not because you don't care."

      "I will not watch you suffer what I know awaits you if you keep that thing," he snapped. "If you have a son, you will never get a chance to raise it. And if you have a daughter?" His voice cracked. "We both know that it is more merciful to end it now."

      "But you wouldn't let anything happen to our baby, Trig," I argued passionately. "I know you wouldn't."

      "And if something was to happen to me," he demanded. "What then? Who would protect you? Who would keep you safe?"

      "I get it." Shivering, I kept moving for him, not shying away when he stepped away, walking backwards. "I really do, Trig." I claimed the space he had put between us and pressed my chest to his. "But this is your flesh and blood."

      "Stop." A pained groan tore from his throat moments before he knocked up against the edge of an armchair. He toppled into the chair and I wasted no time in climbing onto his lap. "End of discussion."

      "I want your baby to grow inside me," I breathed, heart racing violently in my chest. "I've been lost without you." He hissed out a pained groan and I snuggled closer. "I want to feel close to you again." Nuzzling his jaw with my nose, I whispered, "I want this with you."

      "No," he strangled out. "I cannot allow it."

      "I have a pain in my heart, mi rey," I whimpered, knotting my fingers in his shirt. "Because I miss you so badly."

      Pain flickered in his eyes. "Corderito –"

      "Because I don’t hate you half as much as I love you," I hurried to tell him. "Because I do, Trig." Releasing my hold on his shirt, I trailed my fingers down his hard chest. "It's still there for me." Resisting the carnal urge to sink my nails into his flesh, I glanced up at him through hooded eyes. "You still burn me."

      "You cannot love me," he accused, giving me a hard look. "You said so yourself – I forced you."

      "Maybe you did, and maybe you didn’t." I exhaled a ragged breath and let my shoulders sag, tossing the weight away for just one night. "Maybe it doesn’t matter anymore."

      "Corderito." His nostrils flared as he hardened beneath me. "Stop with your mind games. I know what you are trying to do. I will not change my mind –"

      "No more games, Trig," I breathed, chest rising and falling quickly, as I watched him watch me. "Just us."

      "You lie," he accused. "It is always a game with you." He eyed me with barely restrained passion. "Witch craft."

      "No," I breathed, giving him back his words from years ago. "I truth."

      "Use your words," he feign-scolded, eyes blazing with heat. "I taught you better than that."

      "Do I still burn you, Trig?" Tugging his shirt free from the waistband of his slacks, I slipped my hands under the fabric, biting down hard on my lip when I felt his hot, taut flesh. "Does your heart still beat for me?" Leaning close, I pressed my lips to the curve of his jaw and whispered, "Is it still there for you?"

      "Of course, it is," he hissed, hands moving to steady my arms. "You scorch me, corderito."

      "Then claim me." Looking deep into his eyes, I reached up and trailed my fingers through his silky dark hair before resting my trembling hands on his shoulders. "Properly. While I sit here willing. Right here and now, Trig. Claim me."

      Not waiting for him to respond, I dove for his fly, freeing him with remarkable ease.

      Yanking his pants and boxers down his hips, I watched as his erection sprang free.

      Thick and long and glistening with pre-cum.

      "I want you," I whispered, tracing the head of his cock with my thumb, smearing his pre-cum down his shaft. "Tell me that you want me back."

      "Corderito –"

      "Tell me," I demanded, parting my bathrobe to reveal my nakedness, and enjoying the sound of his sharp intake of breath.

      Rising up on my knees, I gripped his thick cock and adjusted myself above him, teasing my pussy lips with the wide head.

      My heart was racing dangerously fast, but I didn’t care.

      If it burst into flames this very minute then I would gladly bask in the fiery explosion.

      "You cannot seduce me into keeping a child I do not want," he growled, flexing his hips upwards, expression ravenous. "I will not be manipulated."

      "I am willingly offering myself to you." Slowly, I lowered myself onto his shaft, inch by delicious inch until he was buried to the hilt inside of me. Moaning loudly, I begged, "Take me."

      Releasing a feral growl, Trig bucked his hips upwards, hands moving to clamp down hard on my hips.

      "Fuck." Groaning, he leaned forward, resting his face between the valley of my breasts. "What are you trying to do to me?"

      Nuzzling my breasts almost lovingly, he slowly took one of my pebbled nipples into his mouth, suckling gently before releasing it with a loud pop and turning his attention to my other nipple.

      "I love your tits," he whispered, suckling and nipping at my flesh. "I love every inch of your body."

      "Claim me, Trig –" Trembling, I leaned in and pressed a soft kiss to the corner of his mouth, rocking my hips in rhythm with his slow, lazy thrusts. "Please." Taking one of his big hands in mine, I placed it on my stomach. "Claim your family."

      "I want to give you what you want," he admitted gruffly, sitting forward so that our chests were touching, still rocking slowly inside me. "But you have to understand that I can't. It would be reckless and unsafe. You are nineteen. I am twenty-two. My world is toxic. It is dangerous for you – for a family. I would spend the rest of my days looking over my shoulder. I cannot do it. And Fabio? He'll hunt you down just like he did my mother. He will take your son just like he took me. I cannot bring a child into the world who is marked with the same curse as I am."

      With a heavy exhale, he snaked his free hand around my back, holding me close to him as he pumped harder.

      A delicious ripple of pleasure rose inside of me, blooming and growing at a rapid pace.

      "And I cannot forget what happened, either, corderito." Pressing his brow to mine, he closed his eyes and shook his head, hips still moving at a drugging pace. "You broke me." A deep shudder rolled through him and he thrust hard inside me. "I have never felt pain like that before." His eyes snapped open and he showed me his devastation.

      It was crippling.

      "I, too, think that I am lost without you, corderito," he admitted, voice torn. "I feel all of the things that weigh heavily on your heart. I feel it all. So much feelings that I cannot breathe. My chest is on fire." His hand covered my cheek, touch soothing. "But every time I look at you, I see that night. I see their burning bodies. I feel that same hatred. I am standing there with a gun pressed to your head and all I want to do is pull the trigger." He exhaled a pained groan and slipped a hand between us to thumb my clit. "It is very difficult for me to see past it." With lonesome eyes, he looked straight into mine. "It is very difficult to love you when you cost me her."

      Closing my eyes, I jerked violently in his arms, feeling my orgasm crash through me as my heart splintered.

      Tears flowed freely down my face and I moaned and writhed in a sick and twisted form of pained pleasure.

      "Trig –"

      "They took her from me, and you took you from me," he hurried to say, chest rising and falling quickly as his thrusts increased. "You were the only good thing in my life." He pumped me harder. "You were my whole life. I lived for you." He rolled his hips and pulled my hips down hard, impaling my pussy with his cock. "I truthfully, hopelessly, honestly lived for you." His chest was heaving as his pain and truth burst to the surface. "I didn’t just lose them that night, mi reina," he choked out as his orgasm swept through him. Jolting beneath me, Trig released inside of me and I could feel his hot seed filling my pussy. "I lost you, too."

      Guilt and regret sliced through me.

      "You broke me, too, Trig," I reminded him in a small voice, curling my arms around his neck as I shook violently. "You've done terribly things to me – said awful things. But here I am." With my eyes, I willed him to moved past it and meet me on the other side of our pain. "Just come back to me."

      "What if I can't?" His voice was low, his tone thick with emotion, as he nuzzled my nose with his, still hard inside of me. "What if this is another trick?"

      "I never tricked you, Trig," I choked out, voice cracking. "I made a mistake."

      "I know," he groaned and buried his face in my neck, peppering my flesh with kisses. "And I want to forgive you."

      "Then forgive me," I urged. "Just do it."

      There was a long stretch of silence before he spoke again.

      "I can care for you," he finally said, offering his version of a compromise. "I can do that."

      "Like before?"

      He hesitated and that was all I needed to know.

      "Forget it." I felt like a bucket of freezing water had been doused over me. "You were right, Trig." Climbing off his lap, I moved for the door. "We're completely fucked."

      "Corderito –"

      "You said before that I couldn’t kill you because you were already dead. Well, if you take my baby from me, I will be dead, too, Trigger," I said numbly when I reached the door. "I will die. You will be killing a part of me that you can never bring back." Trembling, I stared at the man I'd given my black heart to and begged him with my eyes to see me. "I'm on the edge and you keep pushing me closer."

      "You will live," was all he replied.

      And I was sure he was right.

      But what if I didn’t want to?
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      "Where is he, baby whore?" Yegor demanded, cornering me when I came out of the ensuite bathroom. "I know your prince of darkness is up to something, and you –" he took a step closer, crowding my small body with his much larger frame, "are going to tell me everything."

      The moment my eyes landed on the Crellid brothers and their heavies looming nearby, the penny dropped.

      I had been betrayed.

      "You set me up," I accused, unable to mask the hurt in my voice. "You told me that you wanted to talk about…" I let my words trail off because, unlike the youngest Crellid son, I was no turncoat. I would take his secrets to the grave. "You asked me to come to your room so they could corner me alone, didn’t you?"

      Anxiety skyrocketed inside of my body and I glowered at Jethro, who was sitting on his bed, looking every inch the guilty party.

      As so he should.

      Jet knew that Trigger wasn’t at the estate tonight and he also knew why.

      I was alone and unprotected.

      "You're a piece of shit, Jethro Crellid," I spat, trembling with temper. Turning my attention back to his older brother, I added, "I'm not telling you shit, Yegor, so go right ahead and do your worst."

      "Do my worst?" Yegor laughed darkly. "Oh, baby whore, you have no idea how painful I can make this for you."

      With a swift nod of his head, two of his heavies stepped forward and grabbed my arms.

      "You're all dead," I warned, fighting against their hold as they dragged me to the bed kicking and screaming. "If you lay a finger on me, he will burn you all."

      "I'm sorry, Ash," Jet began to say when the men threw me onto the bed and held me down. "I wish it didn’t have to be this way –"

      "I wish you had been swallowed!" I screamed back at him, as I bucked and fought against their hold on my body. "Assholes! I'll kill you all!"

      "Strip her bare," Yegor instructed, ignoring my threats, as he chuckled in amusement. "Let's see what Northwood's heiress whore has under those clothes that has driven my father's bastard to the brink of insanity."

      As the men ripped my clothes from my body, I locked eyes on Anton, who was standing off to the side, leaning against the wall with his arms folded across his broad chest, looking entirely uninterested in what was happening around him.

      "Enjoying the show?" I spat, glaring at Fabio's oldest son. "I thought you were supposed to be the brother with honor?"

      Ignoring my taunts, Anton checked the time on his watch before resuming his post of observing.

      Up until tonight, Fabio's older son had ignored me entirely, accepting of the fact that I was promised to Trigger. He had never caused me harm in all of the years I had been at the estate. He had never leered at me, he still wasn’t leering tonight, but he wasn’t helping me either.

      Jethro was a coward. Vasily, before his untimely death at the hands of Trigger, had been utter scum. Yegor was his mirror image in both looks and temperament.

      In this moment, I decided that I hated Anton the most for being a bystander.

      "Why are you doing this?" I demanded, voice cracking as a sob broke through. "Jet, I'm your friend!"

      "Just tell them what you know about Trigger and they'll leave you alone," Jet pleaded, looking genuinely torn. "Please, Ash, just give Yegor the information he wants –"

      "Fuck you all!" I screamed, thrashing violently on the mattress. "I'd rather die than betray my king!"

      "She's as twisted in the head as he is," Yegor said to one of his heavies. "Let's see how far her loyalty stretches when the wolf turns on his lamb." Chuckling darkly, he reached into his jeans pocket and retrieved a small plastic baggy with white powder. Mixing the powder with the tumbler of whiskey on the nightstand, he came towards me. "Open wide," he taunted. "It's kitty time…"

      

      My world was falling apart and the memories of that night, along with Trigger's refusal to back down, were the final nail in the coffin for me.

      I couldn’t take it.

      I honest to god couldn’t take another second of this painful and fucked up life I'd been dealt.

      I only had myself to blame.

      My heart had no right to love him, not when he never earned it.

      Silly little lamb…

      He was never going to stop blaming me for that night.

      He would never forgive me.

      I would never be free.

      He was going to make me get rid of our baby.

      It was the final straw.

      Numb, I climbed the staircase, refusing to think about anything.

      My thoughts were treacherous and my mind couldn’t be trusted.

      That wouldn't matter soon.

      None of it would.

      Just let go, Ashton.

      Break your own chains.

      Free yourself.

      Ignoring every stationed soldier that I passed on my way to my quarters, I closed my bedroom door behind me and took a moment to soak in the silence.

      Thud, thud, thud.

      My heart beat violently in protest, unwilling to accept the fate my broken mind had decided.

      In a sick way, I was glad to be back in this house. It seemed fitting to end my life in the home where it had started.

      It won't be hard.

      Just give in to the pain.

      You'll be okay.

      You won't feel a thing.

      Letting my dressing gown fall from my shoulders, I moved straight for the window. With shaky hands, I pushed it open and hoisted my body onto the sill.

      Breathing in the night air as it whipped against my face, I took a tentative step forward, bare feet finding purchase on the outside ledge.

      This is on your own terms.

      No more orders.

      No more pain.

      "Oh fuck," a familiar voice called out from the courtyard beneath me. "She's gonna jump!"

      Yes.

      Yes, I am.

      "Get help," another voice commanded. "Get the boss man now, dammit!"

      "Climb back in the window!"

      "Get back inside!"

      A shaky breath escaped my trembling lips and I lowered my hands to rest on my naked stomach.

      Together.

      No more men of The Order.

      No more Crellids.

      "We'll be together," I whispered, absorbing the twisted emotions rushing through my heart. "I promise."

      "Don’t do this!"

      "Don’t jump!"

      Allowing my eyelids to flutter shut, I raised my arms up to the sky and smiled.

      Freedom.

      It was so close, I could taste it.

      And then I jumped.
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      My descent to freedom was a short-lived experience.

      Moments after I executed my plan and threw myself from my bedroom window, I was thwarted by the hand firmly clamped around my wrist.

      "Corderito!"

      Aw shit.

      Looking wholly enraged, Trigger leaned out of the window, his upper body dangling from the ledge, as he held me suspended in mid-air.

      "Joder mi vida!"

      Keeping a death grip on my wrist, he released a shuddering breath. "The fuck are you trying to do?" His voice was strained and laced with panic. His bewildered eyes searched my face for an answer he wouldn’t find.

      "I don't want to be here anymore," I told him, surprising us both with how calm I sounded considering I was dangling eighty feet in the air with nothing but hard concrete and certain death waiting below. "Let me go, Trig."

      "Let you go?" He glared down at me, expression murderous. "Are you fucking crazy?"

      Yes.

      "You do not get to do this," he snarled, tightening his hold on my wrist. "You do not get to leave me."

      Then don't make me.

      "Hold onto me, mami. I will pull you back up –"

      "I'm so over this, Trigger." A weary sigh escaped me. "Just let me go."

      "You are so over this? Well, I am not so over this, Ashton," came his furious response as he pulled me back up to him. "I will never be over this. I will never be over you!" he continued to rant, hooking his free arm around my waist and dragging me onto the ledge. "Now, get your ass back inside this window, you crazy bitch, before I lose my fucking mind!"

      When he dragged me back through the window, we both toppled onto the bedroom floor.

      "You hurt my wrist," I said, breathing hard and fast, as I sagged against the wall at my back and rubbed my wrist.

      "Good!" Trig panted, pulling himself up to lean against the foot of my bed, facing me. "I hope it fucking hurts as much as the pain in my chest!" He reached up and rubbed the skin covering his heart for good measure. "Bad lamb." Breathing hard, he shook his head and raked his gaze over me. "Crazy fucking lamb."

      "I tried to tell you," I whispered. "But you wouldn’t hear me."

      His eyes bulged in his head. "You did that because you didn’t get your way?"

      "I want to keep our baby," I bit out, shivering. "I will keep our baby, Trigger, and if you take him from me, I will follow him."

      "You are not serious," he deadpanned. "You put me through that for a child that will never be yours to keep?"

      When I didn’t deny it, Trigger released a furious snarl.

      "You are a spoiled, selfish woman!" he roared. "You think of no one but yourself. You are a grown woman and you act like a reckless child. You need to grow the hell up –"

      "If you think that little of me, then why didn’t you just let me go!" I screamed, cheeks flushed.

      "Because I love you, woman!" he roared back, his face taking on a dark shade of red. "If I could let you go, don’t you think I would have done it by now?"

      He loves you, Ashton.

      Trigger still loves you.

      "Trig…"

      "Do you know why I stayed?" he asked then, breathing hard and fast. "In the compound all those years while you were growing up? I could have left a thousand times, but I didn’t. It was because of you. I stayed for you. I killed for you. I became Fabio's bastard prince for you. To keep you alive." His eyes blazed with heat as he spoke. "I did not do all of that for you to throw a tantrum and fling yourself out of a fucking window! I did not sacrifice my life for you to end yours!"

      Well shit, when he put it that way…

      "Trig –"

      "You think I do not want a family of my own? Someone to love me? Someone to care for after a lifetime of suffering?" He glared at me; his eyes a mix of love and hate. "You think I want to force your hand?" He shook his head. "This is killing me, corderito. Killing. Me."

      "I'm sorry, Trig," the words were barely more than a breathless whisper, but I meant them down to my bones. "I'm sorry." A lone tear trickled down my cheek. "I just…I can't do it." Sniffling, I wiped my cheek and begged, "Please let me keep it. We can figure it out. I know we can."

      Trigger was silent for so long that I honestly didn’t think he was going to answer me.

      But then he spoke.

      "I have the misfortune of being born from hatred and violence. My birth is a representation of how my father defiled my mother's body. My presence in this world is a direct result of my mother's humiliation and torture. Her slow and painful death at the hands of the man who raped her and forced her to bear his son. Me." A shudder ran through him before he finally said, "I will not force you into anything, corderito. The decision is yours to make. Keep it if you must."

      Hope flickered to life inside of me. "Really?"

      Trigger nodded stiffly. "If the price of keeping you alive is the child that I put in your womb, then I will pay it." Hard as stone, he climbed to his feet. "But remember that my mother's fate will become your fate, and that baby you already cherish so much will become nothing more than my father's puppet."
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      Many more weeks passed by without another attack on my father's estate. Fabio's lack of action was alarming. It let me know in no uncertain terms that this was his version of the calm before the storm. His silence was crippling, and I knew in my heart that when his storm cloud finally rolled in, he would leave nothing but devastation in his wake.

      As for Trigger? Well, he had closed himself off entirely from me. He was furious with me for forcing his hand and he was making sure that I knew it. The night he agreed to my terms, he had hit the bottle and continued to drink for several days after that.

      His disdain was heady, and his lack of interest in my changing body spoke volumes.

      He told me that he loved me that one time and I hadn't heard it since. In fact, we barely spoke at all.

      He refused to acknowledge the swell of my stomach or the life we had created together that was steadily growing inside of my womb, and was noticeably absent whenever the doctor visited the estate.

      At night, he continued to visit me, because feuding or not, he still craved my flesh and I still craved the feel of him between my thighs. Every night, he would fuck me into submission before disappearing with the early morning sunlight, not to be seen until the sun set in the sky again.

      He didn't want me to have this baby, and even though he wasn't actively trying to change my mind anymore, he made his feelings clear in his own way.

      In other words, I got to keep my baby, but the price I paid was Trigger – oh, and metal bars on my window.

      I didn’t care about being caged anymore. They could chain me up and I would gladly comply if it meant that I could continue with my pregnancy.

      I had become an orphan at the age of ten, and didn’t have a single family member left in the world. Now, the prospect of having someone who was my own flesh and blood was thrilling. I could do this. I might be bad at it, but I was more than willing to give it my best shot. I needed the hope that came with new life.

      In time, Trigger would come around.

      He had to.

      Eventually.

      I hoped.
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        * * *

      

      Four months into my pregnancy, I was really starting to show. My once flat stomach had morphed into a firm, round bump. My hips had widened, my breasts were swollen, but it was my mind that had taken on the biggest transformation.

      I felt different now.

      Less reckless.

      Less impulsive.

      Now that I had something to lose, I found myself taking the time to think things through without jumping in head first.

      I was growing up, I realized, and it was weirdly liberating.

      Wandering around the grounds of the compound with Peter perched on my shoulder and Tanya by my side, I spied my reflection in the window and smirked.

      Oh yeah, I was totally bossing this whole pregnancy gig.

      After spending an ornate amount of time trailing through the grounds with Tanya and Peter, we stopped short in the courtyard where several of the younger guards were combat training.

      Instantly, I sought Trigger out and when my eyes found him, my body went on high-alert, pulse quickening, breathing labored.

      Dressed down in black sweats and a plain white t-shirt, Trigger strolled between units, observing and taking everything in. Stopping every now and again to dole out instructions, he looked every inch the king of the castle.

      The king I knew he was.

      The sun was shining down on him, igniting his deep tan, and making his black hair shine like silk.

      He was everything to me in this moment.

      "Sweet Jesus," Tanya said with a wistful sigh, stirring me from my reverie. "I wonder what it's like to be with a man with so much power…"

      Well that was fun while it lasted.

      I turned to stare at her, expression hard. "Excuse me?"

      "Cocksuckin' Trig," Peter squawked, flapping and bristling on my shoulder. "Sweet Jesus, cocksuckin' Trig!"

      "Shut it, you stupid bird!" Tanya snapped, cheeks flaming the brightest red.

      "Cocksuckin' whore," Peter squawked back, wildly flapping his wings at her. "Cocksuckin' whore."

      "Yes, Peter," I agreed, narrowing my eyes. "Tanya is a whore who needs to remember her place or she'll be back sucking cock before she knows it."

      Her eyes widened. "I didn’t mean anything by that –"

      "I'm done playing with you," I said, tilting my head to one side. "I don’t think I want a whore for a friend anymore." Shaking my head, I clicked my tongue. "I think I prefer the bird."

      "Are you serious?" Her mouth fell open. "Who will help you when the baby comes along?"

      "Why Peter, of course."

      I wasn’t serious.

      Not really…

      Tanya continued to gape at me in horror. "He's a bird."

      "Better a bird that's a bird than a whore in sheep's clothing. Now, come on, Peter," I cooed, turning my back on her. "Let's go take a bath."

      "Take a bath!" Peter squawked happily. "Untrustworthy, cocksuckin' whore!"

      "Exactly," I chuckled approvingly. "You're a wonderful judge of character."
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        * * *

      

      This was a trick.

      Of that, I was certain.

      Trigger was testing me – testing my loyalty – and expecting me to fail.

      There was no other possible explanation for why Anton Crellid had been granted entry into my father's fortress, never mind my personal living quarters.

      And yet there he was, leaning against my bedroom wall when I stepped out of the bathroom after a long soak in the tub.

      This isn’t Trigger's doing, Ashton.

      Something is off here.

      Something is terribly wrong…

      The moment my gaze landed on his cold, dead eyes, I bolted for the door, sensing a trap, sensing the world of danger, but he was too fast for me.

      Moving like a ninja, Anton lunged forward and intercepted me before I could get more than four feet away.

      Knocking the air from my lungs with the force he ploughed into me, we crashed onto the bed with his big frame on top of me.

      Naked beneath him, my hands immediately moved to my stomach, desperate to protect the unborn life inside of me. Before I could get a word out or scream my lungs out, his hand came down over my mouth.

      "I'm not here to hurt you," came his hushed words, "but if you scream, I won't have a choice."

      His words gave me pause for that.

      He wasn’t here to hurt me?

      Then what the hell did he want?

      Goddammit, why was I so hasty in sending the whore away?

      I could use a bitch right now.

      Sensing my temporary compliance, Anton began to speak. "Believe it or not, I'm not your enemy, Ashton."

      Yeah fucking right, I told him with my eyes.

      His hand was still clamped firmly over my mouth, but he wasn’t resting his weight on me anymore, which was a small plus.

      "I'm not your enemy, Ashton," he repeated, eyes glued to mine. "I'm your brother."
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      This was ludicrous.

      The revelations coming out of Anton's mouth were beyond insane.

      And still, I found myself hanging on his every word.

      "Royce was my father, too," he declared, breathing hard and fast. "I only found out the truth when my mother died. She confessed everything to me on her death bed. I'm not a Crellid, Ashton – I was never a Crellid." Slowly, he removed his hand from my mouth. "I'm a Northwood."

      What.

      The.

      Actual.

      Fuck.

      Breathing ragged, I didn’t scream out or try to attack him.

      I was too goddamn stunned.

      Hovering inches above my naked body, Anton planted both hands on either side of my face and rested his weight on them.

      The fear of being raped wasn't there, though.

      It never had been when it came to Anton.

      And now I knew why.

      It was because he was my brother.

      "Royce was murdered," he continued to say, speaking low and fast. "It wasn't an accident or a drug deal gone wrong. He was set up. He was killed on Fabio's orders by a member of The Order." He shook his head as if his mind was suppressing the thought. "Royce knew it would happen – he knew that Fabio would betray him. He knew there was no way out of this world for him, so he tried to prepare you for what would happen after his death. He tried to get you out, Ashton."

      "How?" I demanded, my words barely more than a trembling whisper. "How did my father know?" I narrowed my eyes in mistrust. "How do you know any of this?"

      "He told me in a letter," he said. "My mother gave it to me hours before her death – along with a secret inheritance, containing enough money to start over." He blew out a shaky breath. "Royce left you a letter, too."

      "No." I shook my head. "My father didn’t leave me shit –"

      "Yes, he did," Anton argued heatedly. "You just don’t remember."

      "I was ten years old when he died, Anton, not two," I snapped, tears filling my eyes at the memory. "I think I would remember if my father gave me a fucking letter!"

      "I don’t get it." His brows furrowed in confusion. "You were his whole world – he wouldn't have left you unprotected."

      "Well, he did," I choked out, close to having a full-blown panic attack. "He gave me to a monster."

      "No."

      "Yes," I bit out, seething. "And if it wasn't for Trig, I wouldn’t have made it a day in that hellhole."

      "You need to get away from Trigger," he warned me. "This world has twisted him. Fabio is in his head. He is not a good man, Ashton."

      Now my back was up.

      Hackles rising, I narrowed my eyes in defense and hissed, "Fuck you, Crellid scum."

      "You're wrong." He took my insult on the chin like the emotionless bastard he was. "Trigger is a Crellid, Ashton. Not me, and not you, either. He's the one with the devil's blood running through his veins."

      "I love him," I spat, venomously refuting his claim. "And I trust him, more than I trust you or any other damn man!"

      "You shouldn’t," he warned, leaning over me. "You wouldn’t if you knew the truth." He shook his head in frustration before saying, "I can get you out of here. You're my sister. My flesh and blood. I can help you, Ashton. Find you someplace to start over – where none of the Crellids can find you –"

      "What the hell are you talking about? Why in the world would I trust –" I started to demand at the exact moment that my bedroom door flew inwards.

      Like a sick and twisted case of déjà vu, Trigger stood in the doorway, eyes locked on the scene unfolding in front of him.

      The moment I registered the betrayal written all over his face, the undiluted hatred burning in his eyes, I felt weak.

      "No, no, no," I began to protest, knowing exactly what this looked like.

      Two years ago all over again.

      Pushing and shoving at Anton's chest, I scrambled out from beneath his body and staggered to my feet. Still naked, I hurried towards him. "I promise you that it's not what you think –"

      "Come any closer and I will end more than just your pregnancy," he warned, holding a hand up to warn me off, as he continued to glower at Anton.

      Quickly halting in my tracks, I held my hands up in defeat. "Trig, please, you need to hear me out this time –"

      "Do not speak!" he roared, and his voice was so full of venom and hate that I felt myself shrivel up inside. Pulling out his gun, he aimed it straight at my head. "One more word and I will end you."

      He wouldn’t.

      At least I hoped he wouldn’t.

      Fearful for the life of my unborn child, I didn’t dare speak another word.

      Keeping the gun aimed at my head, he looked to Anton. "That is twice you have taken what is not yours, brother." He turned the gun on him. "Twice you have taken what is mine."

      Instead of explaining everything away like I desperately needed him to, Anton remained silent with his hands by his sides.

      Just like two years ago…

      

      After Yegor forced what I could only assume was ketamine down my throat, everything went foggy pretty quickly – and dark, and oh so warm.

      I was hot.

      My body was burning up.

      My hands weren't moving.

      And my lips?

      Wow, they couldn’t stop moving.

      I couldn’t seem to control myself.

      I was floating away.

      Every question thrown my way, I answered without a care in the world for the consequences.

      Nothing's working, I thought to myself, and then cackled in delight.

      This was fucking awesome.

      I couldn’t feel a thing!

      Boom, boom, boom, bo…om, b-boo…om.

      Holy shit, was that my heart?

      Did I have one?

      Whoa, it was beating in my ears.

      "Stay with us, baby whore," someone chuckled and I laughed right along with them. "Tell us more about your wolf."

      "Wolf," I slurred, grinning in delight. "I love my wolf."

      "Oh, I'm sure you do," the voice coaxed. "Where's your wolf tonight."

      "With his sister," I slurred, mashing his lips together. "Wolf loves his sister." I sighed in contentment. "His secret sister," I added. "But shhhhh…it's a secret.. so much…"

      "Bingo."

      "I fucking told you he was hiding something."

      "And where does wolf keep his sister, baby whore?"

      "In the church," I slurred, feeling sleepy now. "The priest hides wolf's sister with the nuns…"

      So sleepy.

      So warm.

      "Tell father."

      Bah, bah…

      "He already knows."

      "What?"

      Black sheep…

      "Burn it to the ground."

      Have you any…

      "Mmm. I’m so sleepy," I slurred, lips numb and tingling. "Sleepy…"

      "Go to sleep, baby whore," the voice told me. "We'll be right here with you."

      And I did just that.

      Drifting into the deepest sleep I'd ever had, I lost complete consciousness.

      When I finally came around, several hours later, it was to a furious Trigger screaming in my face, and several naked men lying in bed with me.

      Not just any naked men.

      The Crellid brothers.

      All three of them…

      

      "You want her so much that you risk your life by coming here?" Trigger demanded, dragging me back to the present. "Then have her." He lowered the gun. "She is nothing to me now." He turned to glare at me. "Nothing but a worthless whore."

      With that, Trigger Laperro walked away from me, and for the very first time, it felt like the last time.

      "Trig, please, wait –"

      The door slammed shut in my face, leaving me completely reeling.

      "Oh my god, tell him!" I screamed, swinging around to glare at my so-called brother. "Please, Anton –" crying hard and ugly, I rushed to his side, "go after him and tell him the fucking truth!"

      "It's better this way," Anton tried to assure me.

      "For who?"

      "For you," he replied. "It's why I went along with Yegor's plan two years ago. I knew that making him question your loyalty was the only way I could free you from his hold." He blew out a pained breath. "This is the only way he'll let you go."

      "I don’t want him to let me go!" I screamed, delirious with grief, as I ran for the door. "I'm in love with him! I'm having his baby. And you made him hate me. You made him hate me two years ago, when he thought I sold him out, and you made him hate me tonight! He blames me for his sister's death. He won't ever believe me or forgive me for that. But we were moving forward. And now?" I choked out a pained sob. "You ruined everything!"

      "Ashton, we need to get out of here," Anton called after me, but I wasn’t hearing a word of it.

      Running at full speed, I rounded the staircase, calling out Trigger's name as I went. Panic was clawing at my insides. Pain was shooting through my heart. "Trig!" Racing down the staircase, I looked in every room and came up empty. "Trig," I wailed, heartbroken.

      Stumbling blindly into the one room in the house that I actively avoided, I collapsed in a heap at my father's desk. "Trig."

      "Ashton." Anton stood in the doorway. "I have to go. Come with me."

      He draped his jacket around my trembling shoulders.

      I shook my head and curled my arms around my stomach. "I can't."

      "He'll kill you and I can't stay here to protect you," he warned, sounding torn. "You're going to end up getting killed just like our father. You will die at the hands of a Crellid –"

      "I said I'm not leaving him!" I screamed at the top of my lungs and it was a feral, gut-wrenching sound. "So just leave, Anton! Please… Just go away…"

      "Ashton –"

      "I said go!"

      Anton stared at me for the longest moment before shaking his head in defeat. "Your loyalty makes you blind, and it's going to cost you everything."

      And then he left.
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      Sobbing uncontrollably, I sat on the floor of my father's office and willed myself to get a fucking grip.

      Calm down, Ashton.

      It's okay.

      You can figure this out.

      But I couldn’t.

      If I knew anything about Trigger Laperro it was this; he was unforgiving and unwilling to believe a word I said.

      It didn’t matter to him that I was pregnant with his child, because he didn’t want the baby anyway.

      It didn’t matter to him that I had been framed because he didn’t believe me the first time and wouldn’t this time.

      Dropping my head in my hands, I cried loud and ugly, too weak and weary to protect myself from the memories that insisted on tormenting me…

      

      "…If something happens, Ashton, if I'm not around anymore, I want you to find your way back to this house.  No matter how difficult it may be, I need you to come home, and I need you to do exactly what I'm doing now..."

      

      No!

      Block him out.

      

      "You do this for me, do you understand? No matter what happens, or what you're told about me, you come home and you find this box."

      

      Don’t do this.

      You don’t need to remember.

      

      "What's inside it, Daddy?"

      "Everything you'll need. All you need to do is remember…"

      

      Sniffling, I forced myself to crawl on my hands and knees towards the fireplace.

      Towards the truth.

      Breathing rough and uneven, I reached inside the fireplace, fingers feeling my way.

      Don’t be there.

      Don’t be there.

      When my hands found the old tin box, I wanted to be anywhere but inside this room.

      Shaking violently, I withdrew the box and placed it on the floor in front of me before wiping the soot and dust from the lid.

      Don’t open it, Ashton.

      Let it go.

      The past should stay in the past.

      My hands betrayed the warning signals my brain was shooting and I reached forward and opened the lid.

      Almost instantly, I was flooded by a multitude of emotions that rushed through me.

      Mister Daddy.

      Oh god…

      Daddy, don’t go!

      Daddy, please, don’t leave me!

      Exhaling a slow, steadying breath, I tipped the contents of the box on the floor. Purposefully keeping my mind blank, I flipped through document after document.

      The deeds of the house.

      A fake passport with a photo of ten-year-old me inside.

      A thick stack of hundreds.

      A bank statement for an overseas account containing several million dollars.

      And a letter in my father's handwriting.

      My fingers shook as I carefully unfolded the letter and began to read.

      

      Hello, Miss Ashton,

      If you are reading this, then the worst has happened and I am no longer with you. I can only hope that you are finding this letter quickly. The thought of you suffering is enough to bring me back from the dead. I don’t want to leave you, my little princess. There is so much I need to tell you, and so much that I could never expect a little girl your age to possibly understand.

      You know that Daddy is not a good man, and you're probably going to hear some terrible things about me. Most of which, I regret to say, is true, but please remember that I love you fiercely and that you made my life worthwhile. You were the one good thing I ever did, and the absolute love of my life. My beating heart outside of my chest. Whatever happens, remember that. Remember that Daddy loves you – even in death.

      Now, listen carefully to what I am about to tell you next because it is important. It is life and death, Ashton – your life.

      Whatever happens, you must get away from Fabio. He is a terrible man and the reason I am writing this letter to you instead of protecting you like I should.

      When the time comes, a boy will come for you. A boy of your own flesh and blood. When that happens, you must go with him. He will protect you. Trust me, Ashton, it is the only way you will make it out of this…"

      

      When I moved to unfold the next piece of the letter, a polaroid photograph fell out from between the pages, distracting me. I reached down and picked it up.

      It was a picture of my father standing next to a boy.

      The moment my eyes landed on the boy, a gasp tore from my lips.

      Trigger.

      He was standing next to my dad.

      Trigger knew my father?

      My father knew Trigger?

      What.

      The.

      Actual.

      Fuck.

      Scrambling to my feet with the picture clutched tightly in my hand, I bolted from the office. Thundering back up the staircase at full speed, I called his name at the top of my lungs.

      "Trigger?"

      Panicked, I threw open every door I passed, desperate for answers to the madness I had been thrust into.

      "Trigger – get out of my way, Patrice," I warned when I found Patrice guarding the last door at the end of the wing.

      "Ashton no go –"

      "Now!"

      Grimacing, he blew out a pained breath and slowly stepped aside.

      "Trig," I called out, pushing the door open and rushing into the bedroom. "I know you're mad, but I can explain everything…"

      My words trailed off when my eyes landed on the scene before me.

      No.

      No.

      No, no, no…

      Trig was there.

      In the bed.

      With a woman straddling his hips.

      Not just any woman.

      My goddamn whore!

      A million different crippling emotions and feelings coursed through me, but, surprisingly, the first words that came out of my mouth were, "How do you know this man?"

      "Jesus Christ," Tanya strangled out, springing upright. "Ashton, I'm so –"

      "Fuck you," was all I replied, keeping my eyes locked on his. With tears streaming down my cheeks, I marched up to the bed and tossed the photograph on his chest. "How do you know this man!"

      "How does it feel, corderito?" Trigger sneered, not bothering to cover up or make excuses for his twisted betrayal. "Hurts, does it not?"

      "I'll leave," Tanya mumbled before quickly climbing off my wolf and bolting from the room.

      "Well?" I demanded, crying inconsolably now. "How do you know him?"

      "The fuck are you –"

      "The photo!" I screamed, pulling on the ends of my hair. "How do you know the man in the fucking picture, Trigger!"

      Brows furrowed, he picked up the photograph and studied it.

      His eyes narrowed and his jaw clenched.

      "This piece of shit? He pretended to help us. To protect my mother and keep us hidden. For years, he aided her – or so she thought. Until we found him with Fabio the day The Order caught up with us and cornered my mother.” He balled the photograph up and tossed it away, not giving it another thought. “Never fear. I put a blade through his traitorous heart."

      Oh my god.

      My dad.

      He killed my dad.

      Trigger murdered my father.

      "You bastard," I strangled out, reaching up to clutch my aching chest. "You fucking bastard."

      "It is no more than you have done to me," he countered. "Now we are even."

      "No, we're not even, Trig," I replied, staggering backwards from the room. "We're done."

      "What are you –"

      "That's my dad!" I screamed, clutching and clawing at my hair. "You killed my father, you fucking bastard!"

      “Your papi?” Panic flared in his brown eyes and he threw the covers off his naked body. “No, Corderito, wait!"

      I didn’t wait.

      Hell to the fucking no.

      Turning on my heels, I bolted away as fast as my legs could carry me.

      I needed to get out of here.

      Anton was right.

      I should have listened to him.

      Maybe I could catch up with him.

      He couldn’t have gotten too far.

      Fuck!

      "Ashton?" Tanya called out, chasing me to the top of the staircase.

      "What!" I screamed, spinning around to glare at her. "Haven't you done enough, you fucking whore?"

      "You were right not to trust me." A cruel smirk spread across her face. "I'm so much more than just a whore."

      And then she leaned forward and slammed her hands into my chest.

      The malice in her eyes was the last thing I remembered before falling backwards and tumbling violently down the marble staircase.

      All that welcomed me when I reached the bottom was the face of my father, and the comforting cloak of darkness.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Thank you so much for reading!

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        I really hope you enjoyed reading about Ashton and Trigger.

      

        

      
        Their story is to be continued.

      

        

      
        Keep an eye out on social media for the next installment of their story.

      

        

      
        Lots of love,

        Chloe xx

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Translations

          

        

      

    

    
      
        	Corderito – Little lamb.

        	Puta traidora – traitor whore.

        	Aplastaré tu coño, corderito– I will crush your pussy, Little lamb.

        	mi rey – my king.

        	mi reina – my queen.

        	Puta– bitch/whore.

        	No te preocupes – Do not worry.

        	No te morderé, corderito – I will not bite you, little lamb.

        	Eres un corderito – You are a little lamb.

        	Riéndose de un lobo – Laughing at a wolf.

        	Te vengaré, mi reina – I will avenge you, my queen.

        	Te haré sufrir por esto – I will make you suffer for this.

        	Perdóname – Forgive me.

        	Reina – Queen.

        	Rey – King.

        	Hijo de puta –  Son of a bitch.

        	No puedo creer esto – I cannot believe this!

        	Me dejaste follarla como una puta – You let me fuck her like a whore!

        	La lastimé – I hurt her!

        	Me dejaste lastimarla – You let me hurt her!

        	coño – pussy.

        	Mi puta reina – my whore queen.

        	camarado – comrade.

        	hermano – brother.

        	Tú eres mi rey y yo soy tu reina – you are my king and I am your queen.

        	Te romperé de nuevo, bastardo – I will break you again, you bastard!

        	príncipe bebé – baby prince.

        	príncipe bastardo – bastard prince.

        	perdona mi crueldad – Forgive my cruelty.

        	Porque nunca me perdonare – Because I will never forgive myself.

        	Tomaré tu vida por esto y disfrutaré sabiendo que pasarás tu eternidad ardiendo en el infierno – I will take your life for this and enjoy knowing that you will spend your eternity burning in hell.

        	Tomaré tu vida, drenaré tu cuerpo de sangre y sonreíré sobre tu cadáver sin vida – I will take your life, drain your body of blood, and smile down at your lifeless corpse.

        	Arderás en el infierno por esto, padre. – You will burn in hell for this, father.

        	Tomaré tu mundo y se lo daré a una mujer. Ella se levantará conmigo. Ningún hombre estará por encima de ella. Y luego haré el amor con mi reina sobre tu tumba, mientras tú te pudres con los gusanos debajo de nosotros. Esta es mi promesa para ti – I'll take your world and give it to a woman. She will rise with me. No man will be above her. And then I'll make love to my queen over your grave, while you rot with the worms beneath us. This is my promise to you.

        	Soy indigno, corderito – I am unworthy, little lamb.

        	Eres demasiado puro para vivir con veneno, mi corderito. Me iré de este infierno tan pronto como pueda. Si sigues sonriéndome así, podría robarte lejos de ellos. Yo me podría acostumbrar a ti. No ves lo que han planeado para ti, niña bonita. Eres demasiado inocente. Intentarán convertirte en la puta de algún hombre. Nunca olvides que eres una reina – You are too pure to live with poison, my little lamb. I'll be leaving this hellhole as soon as I can. If you keep smiling at me like that, I might steal you away from them. I might get attached. You don't see what they have planned for you, pretty girl. You're too innocent. They will try to turn you into some man's whore. Never forget that you are a queen

        	ya estoy muerto – I’m already dead.

        	Cual es tu pinche pedo – What’s your fucking problem?

        	Estás pero si bien pendejo– go fuck yourself/ you’re an asshole.

        	existe en tus propios términos – exist on your own terms.

        	Te amo – I love you.

        	Me gusta esa nina – I like that girl.

        	Te quiero– I want you

        	Me gustas – I like you.

        	De las cenizas de mi odio, renaceré. – From the ashes of my hatred, I will be reborn.

        	Joder mi vida – Fuck my life.

        	a la mierda con esto – Fuck this shit.

        	mas que la vida – more than life.

        	nada me puede arreglar – Nothing can fix me.

        	para ti tal vez – For you, maybe.

        	El jefe dijo que necesitas tomar esto – the boss said you need to take that.

        	Jefe – Boss-man

        	Porque traicionaste a tu rey– because you betrayed your king.

        	El se hubiera casado contigo. Delante de dios. Un verdadero matrimonio. Una buena vida para una mujer en tu posición. Pero no pudiste mantener las piernas cerradas. O tu boca – He would have married you. In front of god. A true marriage. A good life for a woman in your position. But you couldn’t keep your legs closed. Or your mouth.

        	Eras puro y él áspero – You were pure and he was rough.

        	Buena niña – good girl.

        	Lo creas o no, esto es más para ti que para él. Es la forma del jefe de protegerte – believe it or not, this is more for you than it is for him. It’s the boss’s way of protecting you.

        	hombre loco – crazy man

        	Te gusta follar bebés – do you like to fuck babies?

        	Eres un bastardo enfermo – You are a sick bastard!

        	Silencio, príncipe bebé – Silence, baby prince.

        	Voy a enseñarle una lección a tu hermano – I’m going to teach your brother a lesson.

        	Corre a lo largo si tienes miedo – Run along if you are afraid.

        	Si no te gusta la vista de la sangre, debes irte ahora – If you do not like the sight of blood, you should leave now

        	Orarando a Dios no te salvará – Praying to god will not save you

        	Mi madre también oró a Dios – my mother also prayed to god.

        	Qué le dijiste a ella – What did you say to her?

        	Qué le dijiste a mi madre cuando rogaba misericordia – what did you say to my mother when she begged for mercy?

        	Le dijiste a mi madre que gritara. Le dijiste a mi madre que disfrutaste sus gritos – You told my mother she would scream. You told my mother that you enjoyed her screams.

        	Esa fue tu misericordia - That was your mercy.

        	Y esto es mio – And this is mine.

        	Para ti – For you.

        	No me tengas miedo – Do not fear me.

        	Yo sabes lo que tienes que hacer. No dejes a nadie adentro o afuera de esta habitación. Si él viene, envíalo lejos. Si él persiste, llámame – You already know what to do. Do not leave anyone in or out of this room. If he comes, send him away. If he persists, call me.

        	Mantener a mi esposa a salvo – Keep my wife safe.

        	No le pongas un dedo encima. No en enojo ni en lujuria – Do not put a finger on her. Not in anger or in lust.

        	ella es un dolor en el culo – she is a pain in the ass.

        	Perra loca – crazy bitch.

        	Coño peligroso – dangerous pussy.

        	Padre, estás ahí – Father, are you there?

        	He estado teniendo antojos, padre. Antojos sexuales con una mujer. Con varias mujeres. No puedo conseguir suficiente coño. Quiero follar cada minuto del día. Quiero poner mi polla en cada puta que encuentre. Tengo una puta en casa. Ella me pertenece, padre. Soy dueño de su cuerpo, pero ella es demasiado pequeña para mí. Su coño es demasiado apretado para tomar mi polla como necesito. Pero deberías ver cuando mi puta está chupando mi polla arrodillada. Grande labios rojos alrededor de mi eje ... Cristo, padre, me estoy poniendo duro solo de pensar en los pechos pequeños de mi puta. Tal vez debería compartir mi puta con mis hombres para estirar su pequeño coño virgen para mí – I've been having cravings, father. Sexual cravings with a woman. With several women. I can't get enough pussy. I want to fuck every minute of the day. I want to put my cock in every whore I find. I have a whore of my own at home. She belongs to me, father. I own her body, but she is too small for me. Her pussy is too tight to take my cock like I need. But you should see when my whore is sucking my cock on her knees. Big red lips around my shaft...  Christ, father, I'm getting hard just thinking about my bitch's small breasts. Maybe I should share my slut with my men to stretch out her little virgin pussy for me.

        	Panocha – pussy

        	Pan o cho tah – good pussy

        	Panocha buena – good pussy

        	Tienes un mensaje para mi – you have a message for me

        	Hoy no hay mensajes – there are no messages today

        	Vine a confesar mis pecados hoy – I came to confess my sins today.

        	Bendíceme padre porque he pecado – Bless me father for I have sinned.

        	Han pasado siete días desde mi última confesión – Seven days have passed since my last confession.

        	Todavía estoy fascinado por la bruja – I am still fascinated by the witch.

        	Ella me lleva por un mal camino – She leads me astray.

        	En la tentación – into temptation

        	Dentra de la tentacion – into temptation

        	No puedo alejarme de ella – I cannot keep away from her.

        	Cual es mi penitencia, padre – what is my penance father?

        	¿Crees que puedo ser salvo? – do you think I can be saved?

        	de ninguna manera – no way.

        	No hay problema – no problem.

        	mi lobo – my wolf.

        	Lobo malo – bad wolf.

        	Mi reina derrama sangre por su rey –  my queen sheds blood for her king.

        	Eres una niña pequeña – you are a little girl.

        	Todavía eres una niña pequeña – you are still a little girl.

        	No estas listo para mi – you are not ready for me.

        	Mi amor – my love.
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        Once again, I would like to stress that The Bastard Prince is not romance, is not being marketed as romance, and I in no way, shape, or form condone or endorse the actions of the characters or the content. It is a dark story, with multiple trigger warnings, and adult characters over the age of eighteen.

        Thank you to everyone that took a chance on this story, to my editing team, and to the ladies in Chloe's Clovers.

        Also, thank you to Madeleine for assisting with the translation.

        I really hope The Bastard Prince captivated you and that you continue to stick with me on this writing journey.

      

      

      

      
        
        Love you all so much,

        Chlo xx
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