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Zeus

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Twenty-six years ago

      

      

      The first thing I see when I step out of the car is a woman, running. Not all of her, just a kick of her heel and a flash of strawberry blonde hair and then she’s gone. The corner of the massive building hides her. It’s a dark, hulking place, the size of a city block, which still does not seem big enough to contain my father.

      He’s already at the steps, glaring back at me. “Pay attention, Zeus. Keep up. I’m not going to teach you this twice.”

      I hurry to meet him on the steps, my stomach tight with excitement and nervousness.

      My father owns the city in lots of ways. Some are less obvious. Handshakes and money changing hands. And some can’t be ignored, like the whorehouse.

      He takes off his jacket as we go inside, throwing it at a woman who stands nervously by the threshold. I’m trying to listen but it’s so dark in here, so completely forbidden, and there’s a scent in the air like perfume and fear. Like the burn of a lightning strike in the forest by our house. He’s talking about expectations. He’s talking about women. We go through the lobby and up a staircase and down a hall.

      I’m too busy looking at the fine furnishings—built-in couches everywhere, so different from home—and I only stop because he puts his fist in the shoulder of my shirt and yanks me back.

      “You’re not fucking paying attention.” His blue eyes look into my brain.

      “Yes I am.” I cast around for the main points of what he said. “There are ways of being with a woman,” I repeat back, instincts kicking in to save my ass. “And the heart of it is—”

      “Power,” he supplies.

      I don’t know what he means. Not exactly. “Power,” I repeat. And then we go into the room.

      It’s dim, shadowy, and the twist in my gut turns instead into a shiver that I only just manage to hold back. This isn’t about the women. This is about pleasing my father. If I can do that, then I can live another day.

      He opens the curtain. The sun sinks down over the city, bathing everything in orange, and it makes the room glow. “Come in,” he calls.

      The door opens, and two women come in. They weren’t in the hall but they had to have been waiting close by.

      They’re beautiful. One blonde, one brunette. Both with tits encased in lace and thongs so small I can’t look without my face heating. I pretend not to notice, or care, but I’m hard—painfully hard. I could touch them. Kiss them. Taste them.

      Scare them.

      But—they’re already terrified. I’ve seen this look on my sister’s face before when she thinks no one is looking. Wide eyes. Darting glances. Their smiles are fragile.

      My father rubs his hands together. “Over here, darlings.”

      Darlings. It sounds strange in his voice, and as the women brush past me, I see the blonde one reach back to squeeze the other’s hand. Is it so bad, what happens in these rooms?

      He makes them stand by the window so the fading light settles in their hair. “I get first pick. That’s your first lesson,” he says. “The man with the most power gets to pick the best woman.”

      My father stalks around them, leaning in to taste their skin and test their tits in his palms. The blonde is bigger, the brunette is smaller. “You,” he says to the blonde.

      There’s a crack in her smile, a flash of fear in her blue eyes, but she nods a little, pretending to be excited. That means the brunette is mine. She’s slender, smaller, but I like the look of her. I like everything about her. I like the way her hair falls over her shoulders and the way her breath rises fast and shallow. Now I’m hard for her, not just in general—I want her.

      I want her so much that I don’t notice my father’s trip to a dresser at the side of the room.

      Until he comes back with the whip.

      “Now it’s time for your second lesson.” His eyes light up, but he keeps it contained. My blood freezes. When he contains his excitement, it’s worse—it’s more calculated. “The man with the whip has the power.”

      Tears gather at the corner of the brunette’s eyes, but she keeps smiling. Why doesn’t she run? Probably the same reason I don’t run from my father. It would be pointless. None of us run. Not my sister. Not Poseidon. Not even Hades, who is currently sitting in the nanny’s cottage with a cloth over his eyes and boot prints on his back. I look from the whip to the brunette. Obviously he has the power. Who else would?

      “Bend over,” my father says, indicating the foot of the bed.

      They do, hands up on the covers, palms flat. Both of them inch their feet apart to the same distance. They know my father, I realize.

      “I don’t want to whip them.” The words come too fast to stop. “I just want to fuck her.”

      My father inhales, and then in one smooth move sends the whip cracking across both their backsides. It’s a devastating crack and the brunette screams, the sound abruptly cutting off as she gets control of herself. A droplet of blood gathers from the line he’s left and runs down the back of her thigh.

      “That’s for talking back, boy.” He comes across to me and takes my shirt in his fist, hauling me up to the tips of my toes. “You shut up, and you listen. You have a lot to learn about women and what they need.”

      His grip is so strong in my shirt that it scares me, that animal part of me that’s like a deer in the woods. I’m afraid. And I’m disgusted.

      Because I’m still hard.

      He lets go of my shirt and steps back into place. He meets my eyes for a long moment. And then the whip cracks a second time. The brunette cries now, her face turned to the covers, and it’s wrong. It’s fucking wrong. Terrible.

      So why am I still turned on?

      Horror crashes into me. I’m like him. I must be sick like him. I’m his second choice, standing in my brother’s place, but maybe he knew. Maybe my father knew that I’m just like him on the inside.

      He moves to put the whip up on the pillows, stretching it out so everyone can see it, and then he comes to stand beside me. We look down at the women, still bent over, still obeying, even as they bleed.

      “We’re going to talk about how to hurt a woman without leaving a mark,” my father says. He undoes the cuffs of his sleeves and rolls them up to his elbows. “But if you talk back again, we’ll spend the rest of our time here scarring them up for good. Understand, son?”

      The pause is heavy. It seems like everything hangs in the balance. My morality. My soul.

      I can’t take my eyes off the thin lines of blood. They’re proof of his promise.

      He’ll make good on his threat.

      He’ll tear them apart if I step out of line.

      He’ll tear them apart—or he’ll make me do it.

      So I open my mouth, and I give him the answer he wants. “Yes, sir.”
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      They’re following me.

      They have to be. My father isn’t going to shrug and move on with his life. Not after the world’s worst family dinner. Family. Bitterness coats my tongue when I remember it, so I’m trying not to. Of course, it’s impossible to escape something if you erase it from your memory. It could always catch you unaware. In a dark alley, for example.

      God.

      Everything about this situation is impossible. And I am forever stuck with the memory of my own father trying to sell me off to my uncle.

      I tug my cardigan tighter around my shoulders and try to look relaxed. Is that the way a person should look when they’re waiting for a midnight interview at a brothel?

      Because that’s what this is, no matter how much it’s dressed up to look like a fancy hotel. A mansion expanding over an entire city block. A castle on the hill. A white, gleaming castle on the hill. I want to get inside so badly I can taste it. If I can get inside, then I’ll be safe. I’d rather sell myself of my own volition. At least this way I’ll be in control. My stomach tightens, and I glance back over my shoulder. Nothing behind me gives any indication that they’re close. A car trundles by in the midsummer heat, headlights cutting a path through the dark.

      “What are you looking for?” the girl next to me hisses. “Stop doing that. It’s creeping me out.”

      “Nothing.” I turn my face resolutely toward the door in the side of the wall. I’m not the first girl to show up here with somebody after her. My stomach drops anyway. What if I am? What if there’s a box on some paper form—Is your father currently hunting you to marry you off to your uncle? Y/N. If I check that box, will they turn me away?

      The only thing worse than going inside would be a man barring the door.

      The woman who asked the question isn’t the only one waiting out here. We’re not the only ones waiting out here. Somehow, I thought I might be alone while I did this. I thought it might be a clandestine operation, knocking on the door in the middle of the night and begging for sanctuary. Now, it’s turned out to be a group interview. What else would they be there for? Are they going to ruin my chances? This feels like an episode of bad reality television. It’s actually much worse than that.

      I have no other options. Except…

      The mountain.

      I’ve heard about the mountain. People whispered about it at school. How could they not? We could see it from the soccer fields. It’s also there, looking over the cramped quad at the community college I tried to attend. I made it one semester before my father stopped paying the bills. Now, his solution is—

      I don’t want to think about his solution. His solution is why I’m standing here in the night, even thinking about the mountain.

      But that involves a ticket and a train, and at the other end, there’s a man who’s more dangerous than my father’s plans. A shiver grips my spine. I hope that Zeus isn’t so bad. I’ve heard that his brother is the one who kills. That his own mountain protects him. Who would bother him in a place like that? For a little while, the train wasn’t running. No explanation—not one that I heard. I noticed the absence of the sound, like an empty space in the pantry.

      It’s running now.

      The train whistle sounds in the far distance, high and clear, and for a moment, my heart pulls toward it. It has the ring of freedom. But freedom is risky right now. I need three things, in this order. First, money. Second, a passport. Third, a plane ticket. The plan for the plane ticket is to get to France. My mother’s family is from a tiny village in France called Saint-Gaultier. I don’t speak French and I’m sure all of them are dead, like she is, but it’s a place on a map—a direction to go when I’m fleeing the country.

      Getting myself trapped and killed in a mountain is the opposite of fleeing the country. Nowhere in these borders will be safe enough to keep me from my father.

      Then again…

      I only have one thing to sell. One way to get the money for a plane ticket.

      I twist the cardigan in my fists, pulling it even tighter, stretching out the fabric.

      Someone nearby snorts. “Why not just get a job as a waitress?”

      Trust me. I tried. I pinch my lips shut. My father wouldn’t let me get a job as a waitress. He wouldn’t let me save any money. I don’t even have a bank account. And if I tried to open one….

      It still feels like someone’s watching, and I steal another glance over my shoulder. If I tried to open a bank account, they will find me. A streetlight at the corner spills a pool of light onto the concrete. Better in this man’s brothel than waiting under that light. I would never know who was pulling the car over to the curb, who was rolling down the window. It wouldn’t take long to run into someone who wanted to kill me. That’s what happens in the dark, when you’ve run away from your father’s house, when you should be fine, since you’re twenty years old and you should be able to take care of yourself.

      I don’t even have a pocketknife.

      Maybe if I had a pocketknife, I would feel better. I imagine the feel of it in my hand. Something small, easy to tuck into my palm, but with a sharp edge.

      “Why is she here?” one of the girls whispers. “She’s obviously too good for this.”

      The way she says good, it sounds like the opposite. As if she thinks I’m uppity.

      The assessment rises into the night air and dissipates into other whispers, too quiet to hear. Run, says the voice in my head, louder than all the rest. The whistle of the train curls across the night, stroking the back of my neck and pulling the hairs there up from my skin. If I ran right now, I could get to the train station and be there when it pulls in. I could throw myself onto one of the cars. Make myself small. Get out of the city, at least. My muscles tense, abs pulling tight to lean and sprint and fly, and I’m going to do it.

      A big breath of night air and I’m on the balls of my feet, ready, set—

      The door in the side of the wall opens.

      For a heartbeat, I can only see a silhouette—curves and curls and the drape of a gown. Two blinks, and the shadow resolves into a woman. Dark hair. Lipstick the color of oleander. I take a half-step back, but she only smiles out at us, turning her head in both directions before she looks down at the crowd of desperate women. “Is this everyone?” Her voice is low and sultry, and I bet she makes hundreds of dollars a night, just from the way she speaks—like each word is an invitation to something dirty and wonderful.

      It makes me feel like a child.

      I don’t sound like that.

      I’ll never sound like that.

      How am I supposed to convince a man to buy me if I don’t sound like that? How will I get the money I need to buy my way out? This seemed relatively simple, when I lay awake in my bed and thought about it. Lie down. Let a man have his way with me, or two, or three. Be confident. Charge a high price. Walk away.

      It doesn’t seem simple now.

      I made a mistake. The words rise to the tip of my tongue, hovering there. Only they won’t come out. I haven’t ordered the wrong coffee at the café down the street from what used to be my house. “I’m sorry. I forgot my wallet. I won’t be having the drink after all.”

      The lady in the doorway laughs. “Don’t look so nervous, girls. I won’t bite. Come in, come in. We don’t have long to get ready. They’re the ones who bite.”

      I take my final moment outside to relax my face. To let go of the urge to run. I’ll feel it—that’s fine. But I won’t show them anything.
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      I’ve finally found a problem I can’t fuck my way out of.

      It’s a mindset issue, really. Being this despondent makes it difficult to be interested in sex. It’s not that I can’t do it—that would be a cold day in hell—but that I have no interest. I might as well be dead. As dead as all the people I’ve killed. My hands flex, thinking about slim throats in my palms. It’s not the killing that gives me a rush, I’ve decided. It’s being the one to go on living.

      At any rate, it’s very charming, this desolate look I have going on. Staring out the window is a regular habit in a whorehouse, where one needs to rest his eyes every so often to avoid too much tampering with the merchandise. A certain amount is allowed if you’re the owner, which I am, but even now, I’ve cleared out the prizes I usually use to decorate my office. They’re useless when I feel like this. When all the adrenaline has gone out of me from a brutal fight and there’s nothing left but old instincts and an enormous pile of money.

      It’s late.

      The women like to show up late and in the middle of the week, when things are quieter. Perhaps they think it’ll be simpler to deal with the men who are the most desperate for a fuck. I wouldn’t know. What I do know is that there was a bit of a crowd not long ago at the back door. I’ve never posted an ad online looking for new whores, and yet they all find their way to the correct entrance anyway. I’ll admit that I long for the day one of them shows up at the front and makes a fool of herself. It would be fun for me. As it stands, the street in front of my establishment waits quietly, the occasional car edging up to the curb, depositing a client, and disappearing into the clear night. No clouds. My brother’s mountain will be visible from here. It would look so lovely going up in an inferno, rock hurtling into the sky, various screams....

      It would be a filthy prospect. I try not to get involved in those at this point in my life. But there’s always one more, isn’t there? There’s always someone barging into my office to fight me over a simple misunderstanding. So irritating.

      A knock at the door.

      “Come.”

      Savannah is pretty, like all the others, but less timid. Spent hours on her makeup, obviously, and probably more on her hair. She chose a nice dress. And now she is here in my office with red lips and a coy smile. “They’re waiting for you downstairs. Six new girls.” An edge in her voice. Savannah is always nervous that someone might usurp her as the one most obnoxiously obsessed with me. She brushes her fingertips lightly over my things, which is asking for me to pin that hand behind her back and march her out of here. “Reya sent me to tell you.”

      “You volunteered and you know it.” I’ve fucked her before. It was fine. A nice distraction. I would consider it a mistake, but I find it unproductive to dwell on those kinds of things.

      “You’re right.” A pout. She tosses her hair over one shoulder. “I thought you might want to relax a little before you go downstairs.”

      “No need.”

      “Are you sure?” I stand up and straighten my jacket, reaching for my face out of habit. It turns out some stitches are required when your head goes through glass, and a bruise on my cheekbone is still healing. Savannah makes a sad face, the corners of her mouth turning down. “You still look hurt. I could make it feel better.” This time, when she reaches for my face, I catch her wrist in my hand and squeeze. Tight. Tighter. Then I drop it and brush past her, ignoring the flicker of a disappointed frown.

      Savannah hurries to keep up with me, rubbing at her wrist with a pasted-on smile that becomes a real one before we’re even down the hall. She’s good, but not the best. I expect more of the same from the new girls I’ll be inspecting in thirty seconds. What’s important is the ability to craft them into human illusions. The best. The most expensive. It’s just good branding.

      She acts as my own personal shadow all the way down to a room on the first floor, which is conveniently close to the loading dock and the back entrance. I can feel myself becoming the man who owns this place and everyone in it. A benevolent dictator, emphasis on benevolent. Buttoned suit. Perfect posture. Smile. Best not to scare them off before the real work begins.

      Reya, my personal secretary disguised as a whore, is waiting with the new hires. All six of them are stripped down to panties and bras. If they can’t handle this, then I won’t put them out on the floor. Each one has her own attitude. The blonde on the far left is the first to meet my eyes and stick her chin in the air. She lets me turn her face from side to side and winks at me when I let her go. Saucy.

      “Promising,” I tell Reya, who makes a note in my ledger. She’s good for many things, one of which is recordkeeping, another of which is hiding in plain sight. It would startle most people to find out what she really does for my business, but that’s neither here nor there.

      The redhead next in line is promising too, but the third girl is trembling. Her arms are locked over her chest tight, and when I touch her face, she clenches her teeth. I’m not in the business of making pity hires, but what the fuck else am I going to do? Reya was one of those women, shaking and white-faced, blinking back tears. She’s become quite useful over the years. And this girl—judging by the peaked lines in her face—is hungry. “I think you’d be better off in the kitchens. Can you cook?”

      “W-what?” She licks her lips. “Yes. I cook all the time.”

      Lie. Maybe she used to cook, but not now. “Reya, she’ll start on dishes and work her way up.”

      When I step away from her, she visibly sags, letting out a breath. Reya goes so far as to take her out of the room ahead of the other, depositing her into some waiting staff member who will give her a uniform and a bed.

      Four and five, beautiful but unmemorable. They’re doing their best, putting on a pretty show, and it’s fine, fine, fine. Excited to be here. They should be, because they know I treat my staff well. Mostly. They bounce up and down on the balls of their feet when I move on, eager to get to what’s next.

      And then there’s the last woman.

      The sixth.

      Suddenly I am far less interested in rushing through this and far more interested in looking at her.

      She’s gorgeous. A doll come to life. Hair in luscious waves the color of sand kissed by the sun. Huge green eyes flecked with little chips of sparkle, like diamonds. But her eyes are not the most arresting thing about her. Not by far.

      It’s that she’s giving me absolutely nothing.

      Nothing.

      Not excitement. Not fear. What the fuck is she feeling? A long look into her eyes reveals nothing. She stares straight ahead, as if I’m not even here. I spent most of my waking hours reading women, getting their worth out of them, and this one?

      A closed book.

      A book with uncut pages, wrapped in locks and chains.

      I hate it.

      Her lips part. “If you’re going to look any longer, you could at least pay me for my time.”

      The rest of the room goes silent. Out the corner of my eye, I can see Reya’s hand frozen above the ledger, her mouth open in shock. It takes quite a bit to shock her, since she’s been with me so long, and the ripple moves through her and into the other women, who shift and titter and wait for me to react.

      To retaliate.

      “Take them out, Reya. Show them their new rooms. We’re done here.”

      All of them start to file toward the door, but I hook a hand around her elbow and stop her. This woman. This alluring, irritating woman. Reya hustles the rest of the girls out into the hall. She leaves the door open—a silent sign of trust. Reya, the poor thing, has come to the mistaken belief that I’m not as dangerous as I used to be. I’ll let her keep believing it for the moment.

      “Is this part of the interview then?” She crosses her arms, and I slip my fingers between them to pull them down.

      “It’s an inspection, sweetheart. And I don’t think you’ve passed.”

      I circle her closely and breathe her in. She smells like cheap shampoo and something sweet, which is at odds with the fire in her eyes and the games she’s playing. Cheap shampoo, but her skin is flawless, and her little bra and panty set looks new. She didn’t wander in off the streets. A mystery. I loathe mysteries. I only just finished my unwilling participation in another one involving my fucked-up foster brother and his new plaything. That fool.

      I should show this woman the door. And yet….

      “Why not?” She’s trying to keep me in her line of sight, but I make it hard, because I might act like a benevolent dictator, but inside I am a consummate asshole. A monster. “Am I not pretty enough for you?”

      “Men will want you sweet and compliant. Stand still.”

      She does, but I can tell it’s difficult from the way she tenses. I stroke a hand over the naked skin of her belly. Nothing shows on her face, even now, and I am so fucking tempted to make it happen that it feels like my blood has caught fire. “I’ll spread my legs. What more do you want?”

      I brush my fingers up to the tiny bow in the center of her bra and higher, seeking out the delicate flesh underneath her chin. She lifts it for me, and fuck, I’m pulled into her, stepping far inside her personal bubble until the front of my suit makes contact with the skin of her back. I only mean to kiss the side of her jaw, touch it with my lips, really, but at the last moment, she turns her head and kisses me first.

      It’s brief, glancing, her eyes fluttering shut for the shortest surrender I have ever seen.

      A spark.

      A single match in the night.

      A thrill.

      I let go on instinct—hot—and marvel at this development. My heart has gone out of rhythm, racing, getting ahead of me. That’s what they mean when they say thrill. A lifting sensation, like hurling oneself off a cliff and into miles of open air. What the fuck? The sensation is unsettling yet familiar. I’ve felt it before, but not in a long time.

      She turns her head away, putting an inch between us, and looks toward the door, a slight color to her cheeks and a hitch in her breath the only evidence of the jolt that’s left my skin sizzling.

      I’m going to keep her.

      It’s a rash decision, but sometimes there are only rash decisions. This one seems monumental, earth-shaking, even though the building stands and I do not fall.

      No one will touch her until I’ve had my fill of her. None of the men prowling downstairs will get to do anything beyond look at her. Even the thought of their eyes on her makes my stomach curdle. Fuck those men. They can stay far away, floors away, and keep their hands to themselves.

      Until I’m ready to sell her off. To rid myself of her. To shake her off like an old jacket and leave her in the past, where she belongs.

      Until that moment, she’s mine.
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      The air is on fire. I swear, that’s the only explanation for the heat in my lungs. She’s superheated the air, making all the oxygen ignite. I resist the urge to tug at the collar of my shirt, to strip it off and drop it to the floor. The expensive fabric might as well be sandpaper. I want it off my skin. But I’m in control here, not my fucking shirt, and certainly not this girl.

      Who I want.

      Who I’ve already decided to take.

      But pinning her to the carpet and fucking her now would be too hasty. It would ruin the process of breaking her, of making her into something that will always wear my mark.

      “Well?” She still won’t look at me. “Is that enough?”

      “Fuck, no.” Her head snaps back around, her eyes wide, and for the first time, I see real fear there. She rubs the pad of one thumb over the knuckle of her index finger. It’s her only other tell. Such a small thing. What would she do if I put that finger in my mouth? “You’re not going to pass inspection if you don’t kiss me to my satisfaction. None of that virgin bullshit.”

      She blushes a deeper pink and squares her shoulders.

      I’ve made women fall apart for less than this, and I’m half-hoping she does; I’d like to see her break down, right here. There’s something intoxicating about real, terrified begging.

      There was a time in my life when I thought I might become a man who didn’t want to see women like that, but it was only a pipe dream. I grew up in my father’s house, after all.

      That fucking house.

      It follows me everywhere. It’s a wonder people can’t see it right away, but then—I’ve spent a long time becoming something more interesting to look at than a fucking house.

      “Okay.” The golden-haired girl nods to herself like she’s preparing to jump into cold water, and I could laugh. Fuck, I could laugh all night. But it’s deadly serious all the same. She takes a tiny step back, and I get another look at the sweep of lace across her hips and the decorative rose at the front of her bra. All of it would be better in shreds on the floor. “I’m not naïve.” The fuck she’s not, but she makes a show of it anyway, flicking her hair back behind her shoulders. “I know what to do. I know what you want.”

      I’m prepared for her to throw herself at me so that I have to catch her. People this openly nervous often overreact, and because she’s nearly naked, I can see her muscles tensing. Either she’ll sprint for the door or she’ll rush me, and then I’ll get the pleasure of discovering exactly how weak she is. They are all weak, even the ones who try to be strong.

      In the end, they’re all the same.

      She’s not the same, but I don’t want to believe it. Not yet.

      And then her movement begins. It’s only tentative for a split second, and then she’s waded all the way in. She’s committed.

      She starts to get down on her knees instead.

      I have my hand in her hair before her kneecaps make contact with the floor, yanking her upright, her hands flying to cover mine. She has small hands, and she’s powerless, so fucking powerless that my cock gets ahead of my brain and strains against the front of my pants.

      A nervous gasp, a whimper, and I release her, but I don’t give her an inch. Not a fucking inch. Not today. Not with my blood molten and shredding my veins.

      I would like to hurt her for a hundred years.

      I should get a fucking prize for my restraint in this moment. A mirror on the back wall reflects the image of us—her slim shoulders and my own face. That won’t do. I pull it back, put on the expression I wear to all my parties, and catch my breath.

      “Not like that,” I tell her, and even I am shocked to hear that I haven’t given the monstrous side of me away. Not completely. “On the mouth. Kiss me on the fucking mouth.”

      She doesn’t hesitate, hurrying now, stepping forward and reaching up because she has to. I let her get her hands into the front of my jacket and pull. I let her feel how much bigger I am. Still, she doesn’t hesitate until her mouth is on mine, the movement tremulous and uncertain and so, so innocent.

      What a fucking liar. I’m not naïve.

      She’s as naïve as they come. Worse, because she’s come here for some reason she hasn’t admitted to me yet. I can taste it on her lips. Clear, sharp desperation. What would make a little thing like this so desperate? I’d ask her, but I can’t begin to formulate a question. My balls have drawn themselves up tight and are ready to make a scene, right now.

      I slip my hands around the small of her back. No pressure—I’m not holding her there, just balancing—because I have to know how far she’ll take this on her own. Her tongue darts out clumsily to test my lip, and I choke down a mean laugh.

      This is the worst kiss.

      She has no skill whatsoever. But it’s also the best, most earnest kiss, and I want a thousand of them. A million. A fucking infinity of this first-kiss nonsense.

      No one has ever toyed with her before, I see. She really must be a virgin.

      My pulse has gone wild, my heart bucking and seizing and dying for this, and the hairs on the backs of my arms rise, the skin on the back of my neck hot and then freezing. What the fuck, what the fuck? I’m not this kind of man. I was never this kind of man, even when I had the chance. I don’t get taken in by innocence.

      I was made to crush the life out of it, over and over until I could do it without flinching, without a pang of guilt.

      None of that seems to apply now.

      I push her away with the back of my hand, my knuckles brushing against that fabric rosebud, and for a split second, she doesn’t know what’s happening. She doesn’t have her guard up, and her pupils are blown out with the heat of the kiss, so black that it hauls up an old habit. It’s so old that it feels ancient, feels like one of those reflexes that should have been bred out of existence long ago. I put my hands on her shoulders and steady her, searching her eyes. “Sit down.”

      She startles, and I let go—hot—and she touches her lips like it was the hardest, roughest kiss she’s ever had. Maybe it was the only one. “The other girls…”

      “You aren’t going with them.”

      “What do you mean?”

      I straighten my jacket to cover my erection. “You don’t pass inspection.”

      Panic darkens her eyes. “What? Why? Is it something I did wrong?”

      “It’s more what you didn’t do. Listen… what’s your name, girl?”

      “Brigit,” she supplies, worry threading itself through her voice. “I don’t have anywhere else to go. Please. Tell me what else to do. I’ll do it.”

      I tug at my cuffs and my collar and smooth down the nonexistent wrinkles on the jacket. And I break my own fucking rules by telling her the truth. “You’d be better off on the street.”

      A look over her shoulder—at what? “I wouldn’t,” she argues, and I’m impressed in spite of myself. Nobody’s ever fought so hard to be one of my whores. “I was—I was mouthing off, I know. I probably shouldn’t have.” Fucking probably not. “Please. Let me kiss you again.”

      I let her dangle there long enough that she has the audacity to reach for me.

      The need for her to touch me is so strong that it squeezes the air from the bottoms of my lungs and tightens a band around my chest. No. I catch her wrists in one hand, pinning them together, and her eyes go wide again, locked on the place where I’ve trapped her. It’s like trapping a fucking hummingbird. She could fly away, her heart is beating so quickly.

      “Yes.” Even from three feet away I can taste her innocence on my tongue. I can taste her desperation. What has terrified her so badly that she needs this job?

      Eyes on mine, pulse beneath my fingers. “Yes?”

      “You can try again.” I turn her toward the door and push her away from me, hard enough that she stumbles, light enough that she doesn’t fall. “Later. For now, go get settled in.”

      The little thing dares to turn around and look at me one more time. “Settled in? But I—”

      I sigh. “What, did you think you’d be out on the floor tonight? I think not. Without the proper training, you’d be an embarrassment to my business.” Another onceover, so she can see me assessing her, see me making plans for her. “You’ll need to be trained.”

      She swallows hard. “Trained.”

      She’s probably imagining the worst parts of sex. Blood and bruises. She’s not entirely wrong. I have a mean streak. “For a case this serious, I’ll do it myself.”

      “You?” Terror at the margins, but she won’t let it in. “But that’s not—”

      “I need some amusement.” I put my hands in my pockets and hold her gaze. “You’ll do nicely.”
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      I should run. I should have been running a long time ago.

      What gave me the idea that this would be a safe place? A bunch of white stone and golden light? God, I’m an idiot. Maybe I could find a bridge to sleep under and pick wild watercress by the ditch to survive. My heart is in a thousand beating pieces, hammering with fists against my skin to try to get out. Anything would be better than being trained by this man.

      I said I wasn’t naïve, but I was lying. I thought I could handle this, but it’s not true.

      It takes all my willpower not to fold my arms over my chest and scream.

      Amusement.

      For him.

      For this man, who is unlike any other man I’ve seen or kissed. Not that I’ve kissed another man. Not more than a fumbling bruise after gym class at school. My lips still burn with the complete mortification of trying to kiss a god and being utterly rejected. In a meeting room. Less than a meeting room. This is some in-between space, where people come and pause and are shuttled off again to wherever he sends them. The carpet under my bare feet is soft but not welcoming. The blue of the walls is deep enough to shut me in. I could fall asleep here, if I closed my eyes. Better than under a bridge, the insidious voice in my head offers. Better than a ditch. Better than your own uncle touching you….

      But is it better?

      Both things make me want to throw up, except I know I would actually be sick if my uncle touched me. If I had to stand in front of him and vow to belong to him in sickness and health. Zeus already touched me, kissed me, and it took my breath away, but I was not sick. I was shamefully, horribly all right. Unharmed, except for the twist in my stomach and the heat between my legs that shouldn’t be there.

      You don’t pass inspection.

      Why does he have to be cruel? If I weren’t in the middle of my own life’s escape plan, I’d cry.

      He’s too big for the room, too handsome, and I’m a wilting flower standing in my underwear, while he’s a work of art in a suit that looks like it cost more than my house—the house I used to have, anyway. I can never go back there.

      Plan—make a plan.

      First step, I need my clothes back, only they’re in a different room. We had to walk down the hall to get here, and Zeus, in his clothes that were carved onto him by a master sculptor, is between me and the door.

      I doubt he’s slow on his feet. For how tall he is, I know he wouldn’t lumber after me like a weak old man. He would catch me easily in those big hands. Unless I go straight for the street as fast as I can. I might still have the element of surprise on my side.

      Running into the street in my panties and bra might be the better option. Breathing the same air as him is the most dangerous thing I’ve ever done, and my body knows it. Even my calves are tensed and waiting, nipples peaked, breath short and choppy.

      Hide it.

      This was the plan. This was the decision, and now I’m in here with no clothes and no good options. My father will find me if I try to hide under a bridge. It won’t take long. My uncle has power in the city, and he could convince any number of other people to join the search. Beloved niece, he would say. He would not say the rest out loud. The people who came looking would think they were doing me a favor. I might make it a few days, but then a flashlight would sweep into my hiding place, a voice calling my name.

      It’s just…

      The fact of him.

      The size of him.

      The muscle of him.

      Strong shoulders, a nipped-in waist, every inch of him solid beneath his suit. The fabric wraps around him so intimately that it’s almost obscene in its perfection. His clothes were made for him. This place was made for him.

      Everything about him is overpowering, and he’s not even doing anything; he’s just standing there, watching me, lighting me on fire with strangely golden eyes. Even his hair is perfect, a bronze that’s been kissed by the sun. Like this man spends all his waking hours on a beach. He could light up a room. This is how I die, probably. He melts me from the inside out until I’m nothing, and this stolen bra and panty set will be worthless.

      Get your shit together.

      I force my breathing into some semblance of a normal pattern and lift my chin. I saw a video on power poses once. This is not a power pose, but it’s not a cowering one either. It’s the best I can do.

      Say something.

      “I didn’t come here for your amusement.”

      He arches an eyebrow, and I die all over again. “Of course you did.”

      “No. I heard the girls here—the women—I heard you were allowed to refuse a man. That’s what people say. That they’re allowed to say no.”

      “Is that what people say?” he says, but it’s not really a question.

      Despair makes me honest. “I thought it was like dating.”

      “Dating?” A deadly smile spreads across his face, and it’s as breathtaking as moonlight on the ocean. I can feel the waves under my palm, the depth of the water, the insistent pull, down, down, down. “You thought you would hold court here while men tried to impress you?”

      “Yes,” I whisper, because that is what I thought.

      I imagined it would be awful, humiliating, demeaning, but a sugar daddy experience nonetheless, where the men who visit places like this would have to vie for my body.

      I thought I would maintain a modicum of control.

      More control than I would have with my uncle, chained to him for life. More even than the mountain, signing a contract with his brother. People say there’s work to be done in his diamond mines. They say pretty young things go into those mines and never come out. It was supposed to be safer here. I was stupid to believe that.

      How could I have thought I’d be safe?

      My body relaxes around the realization, parts of me going numb and then lighting up again. On, off. On, off. The air in the room curls over my skin, moving as if another door in another place has opened and shut. One year, I went to camp, and we learned about what to do if we encountered a grizzly bear in the woods. The most important thing was to stay calm. If you lost your mind, the bear would chase you, and it would eat you. Zeus could kill a grizzly bear. Five of them. He’s that tall, that imposing. I don’t even think he would unbutton his jacket. For all the light in his eyes, there’s darkness there too. Shadows. Secrets.

      I don’t want to know what made him this way. I don’t know how I’d do this if I knew.

      “But,” I start again, because going silent and still isn’t the end of this. I can’t stand here in this room forever, and the truth of the situation is too horrifying to keep inside my mouth. “I guess that’s only for women who pass inspection. Not me.” His eyes burn mine. They’re superheated sand, and mine are grass, and his win every time. “That’s not fair.”

      He laughs, and the sound rolls through me, thunder and lightning and velvet. Rich and dark and cutting. What he’s going to do to me—I can’t fathom it.

      And no matter how much I fantasize about it, I can’t run away.

      “That’s your first lesson, sweetheart. Olympus isn’t fair. Reya, come here.”

      Olympus. I’ve never heard anyone call it that, not out loud, and if I had, I would have laughed. I’m not laughing now. The name of this brothel might be a joke to Zeus, but nothing that goes on here is a joke. I press my thighs together, my knees aching. I send a quick prayer to no one in particular that he won’t notice.

      She must have been waiting just outside the door, because she’s there instantly, and this is my third death in as many minutes. She heard. She heard everything. She must have. I’m lightheaded, waiting for the room to fold in on me and crush me. In the light, she’s even more beautiful. A dark-blue gown that skims the floor. Dark hair, shining and perfect. I’ve never once been able to get my hair to look like that. And her lips….

      Why would he want to kiss me, when he could kiss someone like her? Someone who would obviously pass inspection. I’m sure she has her own room. Her own floor maybe. A pinprick of jealousy burrows itself into my heart. Am I jealous of her status or the fact that she’s standing so close to him, hardly flinching away, fully clothed? I’m a wreck.

      “House this one with the maids,” Zeus says, and Reya glances at me with an impassive expression. How many girls like me has she seen? How many of them came here thinking this was a good place, and if not good, at least not hell? “She hasn’t earned a room of her own yet.”

      Humiliation bursts over me again, and goddamn it, I have been trying. I stood there without crying, even though I wanted to, and I didn’t flinch when he— “But the other women earned theirs? They just stood there. I kissed you.”

      Zeus steps closer, watching, watching, and an alarm shrieks in the back of my mind, a screeching sound, a plea. Get out, get out. He’s not a man; he’s a predator, and I made a mistake.

      I keep making mistakes.

      I should know better than to confuse nice clothes and a shining castle with goodness. It’s not fair, and a sob winds itself around my heart and dies there too.

      His teeth should not be so white.

      His jaw should not be so square.

      He shouldn’t be so beautiful while he rips my dignity to shreds with only a glance.

      I shouldn’t be this turned on, this on edge, from being embarrassed like this. I shouldn’t be thinking about his lips on mine. I should not be wet between my legs.

      It’s awful.

      And I do not want to go wherever the gorgeous Reya is going to take me. I’m torn in two. The sensible part of me—the one that got the hell out of my house before my father trapped me—says I should follow her, now. That I should insist on leaving before I take another breath of this man’s air. I’m sure he’s counting them.

      I’m sure he’ll know exactly how much I owe him. And the other part of me wants to stay. To follow him around like a lost puppy. If I stay close enough, then… then….

      What am I thinking? Stay far. I need to stay as far as I can. But that’s not what’s going to happen. Amusement. That’s what’s going to happen. His amusement.

      He watches for a moment longer, sunshot eyes glowing with a thousand wicked ideas, a million. Wicked ideas that make my blood run hot and then cold. “Those women just stood there, yes. Those other women passed inspection, yes. Those women weren’t you.”
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      He doesn’t let me stay.

      Those women weren’t you.

      Zeus delivers this line and turns easily on his heel, hands in his pockets, like he crushes people all day with a smile on his face. Golden. He’s golden, head to toe. He pauses only to lean down and tell Reya something. She’s got her notepad and pen and dutifully writes down what he says, but I can’t hear it. His voice is too low, and the rush of blood in my ears is too loud.

      I can’t take my eyes off him. You don’t look away from danger, especially if your own body is conspiring against you. Use what senses you do have. I pin my eyes to the back of his jacket and watch as he fills the doorframe and disappears.

      Numb fingertips, numb lips. It was hot before, scorching, and now the room feels like a cloud has gone over the sun. A shiver tiptoes up the length of my spine.

      “—you okay?”

      Reya comes back into focus with a blink. “What?” She comes and takes my arm, and I think she means to be comforting, but it reminds me of a jailer leading me to my cell.

      She rubs one thumb in a slow circle on my upper arm. “Are you okay?” she repeats.

      No. “I’m fine. I’m… good.” I’m only standing here in panties and bra and skin that’s raw from being in his presence. Great. I’m doing great. “Where do the maids sleep?”

      I can feel her studying me. “Come with me. I’ll show you.”

      There’s no other choice, so I follow her out of the strange, liminal room and down the hall. We pass the back entrance—it’s next to a loading dock—and I keep my eyes straight ahead.

      No point in asking if we’re going back for my clothes. If he wanted me to have them, then I’d have them already. Reya doesn’t slow her pace either. So I was right about that.

      Everything from before is gone.

      That strips me of a certain weight—maybe if there’s nothing left from where I came from, then they won’t be able to find me. It’s a sick relief. This place is not better.

      I can’t let myself fall into the trap of imagining it is.

      We go up, climbing a huge staircase that must be along the corner of the building somewhere. Music comes through the doorway on the first landing. It sounds like dinner music from a fancy restaurant—a nice place. The kind of place my father wouldn’t take me to. Too much money, he’d say. I don’t have to think about him now.

      I might not have to think about him ever again.

      Up another floor, and Reya opens a door.

      I gasp, and it’s possibly the most ridiculous sound I’ve ever made. My face gets hotter. Soon, I will have no flesh left, only a skull.

      And she looks at me with concern in her eyes. “Everything all right?”

      “Yes, it…” I thought it would be red. “It’s nice up here.”

      It’s more than nice. She leads me down a hallway that’s thickly carpeted in a blue shade that reminds me of the deep part of the ocean, where the light stops reaching and everything settles into its own comfortable darkness. The sound of our footsteps is swallowed by it.

      And through open doors, there are the loveliest rooms I’ve ever seen.

      Rooms—they could be suites.

      It’s all I can do not to stop and lean into one, breathing in the clean scent of everything. It all smells brand-new, with a tinge of fresh paint and the flower arrangements that perch at intervals down the hall. I settle for glimpses. A huge bed here, a flash of silk sheets there.

      Reya leans into one of the rooms to speak to someone I can’t see. What I can see is the bathroom—enormous. A glassed-in shower takes up most of the visible space. You could fit six people in there. Why would you need a shower big enough to fit six people? And then the images appear, one by one, of exactly what you could do with six people in a shower. I’d turn away, but I can’t. It’s too gleaming and attractive and marble tile. Clean. Things here are clean, which doesn’t add up in my brain—I’ve come here to do a filthy thing.

      “Not tonight?” Reya’s talking to the hidden girl, the one in the room, some private conversation I barely understand. “I wouldn’t wait if I were you.”

      Hope, with a chaser of fear. She sounds empathetic enough, but there’s steel in her voice that I missed earlier. I was too concerned with throwing myself into the lion’s den.

      “Shouldn’t we go, before someone sees me like this?”

      Reya turns around and finds me edging in close. “Like what?”

      “In my underwear.”

      She smiles, not unkindly. “What does it matter?”

      We keep going down the hall.

      What matters is, I’m not cut out for opulence like this. Every step reminds me of it, with the scrape of cheap lace on my skin. We pass by more enormous rooms. More flowers. A shock of red as someone passes by an open door, a spray of perfume in the air.

      Expensive.

      He’s going to make me into someone this expensive. And in order to become this….

      I swallow hard and wrench my eyes away from the doorways. At the end of the hall, we turn a corner and come to another doorway. Two more flights of stairs, and then we come out into the attic.

      The ceilings are lower here, and instead of lush carpet, the pads of my feet meet hardwood. Plain walls are the only decoration for the narrow hall. Reya stops three doors down and opens an equally white door set into the wall.

      My new room.

      It’s a shared room with sloped ceilings and twin beds with sheets the same color as the walls.

      “This is you.” She glances back down at her notes, and I wish powerfully that I’d been paying attention to what Zeus said instead of staring at his cruel lips. “You’re to rise with the staff and eat breakfast in the kitchens. Those are on the terrace level.”

      So I’ll have to make my way from the attic to the basement in the morning. What’s going to be between me and whatever food they’ll give me? Zeus, for one thing. Fear seizes my lungs but doesn’t hold on long. It’s late and getting later, and the rush of running away is fading. One look at a bed and I’m longing to collapse into it and pull the sheets tight around my chin. Reya steps away to a closet set into the end of the hall. There’s room for one slim window. I can still see a slice of the sky. She opens the closet and pulls out a thin blanket, a pillow, and a maid’s uniform—a simple black dress, the sleeves folded back into cuffs. I put out my hands to take them, knowing I should fight this, but…

      I can’t.

      All of it feels strangely heavy in my hands. This small room is very different than the opulence of the others. “Is this what usually happens with the girls who don’t pass inspection?”

      Reya laughs, the sound short and disbelieving. “That’s never happened before. Not like that. He either passes them through or assigns them some other job. He’s sent two or three straight back out—no, two.” She cocks her head to the side, seeming to consider her next words carefully. “And he never kisses them.”

      A whole-body blush, which has to be nakedly visible. And more horrible, mortifying heat between my legs. The panties aren’t up for this. I clutch the pillow closer to my chest, grateful for anything to hold right now. “How do you know?”

      “I’ve been working for him for a long time.”

      Why did he kiss me? And more importantly, why didn’t he like it? I keep my mouth shut and hope. Sometimes, if you’re quiet long enough, people will keep talking. My heart pounds to recognize the door that Reya’s just opened.

      If I’m going to survive being trained by Zeus—a thought that makes my knees feel like taffy—then I need to know more about him. Immediately.

      My bet pays off.

      Reya takes a deep breath. “I came here like you did.” Her eyes focus on a point behind me, and I don’t dare look away, even while memories flash through her eyes. Her gaze catches mine again, a dark mischief there—but something else too. “I came here like you did. I was so scared I almost cried in that room. Blinking back tears….” She shakes her head. “I was a mess. He made me his secretary that night.”

      His secretary looks like this? “Then you don’t have to—”

      “I’m his secretary,” she says firmly. “Anything I do is my choice, and I’m grateful for that.”

      I hear the meaning behind the words as clearly as if she’d spoken them out loud. She might understand the situation I’m in. She might have some sympathy for me. But she will always, always, side with Zeus. He’s earned her loyalty.

      How? How? He’s terrifying. Reya can’t truly be safe here. Can she?

      “The uniform will do until Zeus sends more orders.” Reya reaches forward and pats my shoulder. “I’m not sure what he has planned for you. I’m not sure… well. Be ready.”

      And then she leaves, the door shutting behind her with so much finality that tears gather in the corner of my eyes. I take stock of the hallway. Ten rooms, all of them with the doors closed except mine. Across the hall from my bedroom is a shared bathroom tiled in industrial-white with three shower stalls and two others. A stack of scratchy towels waits on a shelf by the sink.

      In the shower, the water runs too hot, but I don’t care—I scrub at my face and my hair and the rest of me with combination soap and shampoo until my skin is raw, but I can’t get his touch off me.

      I’m not sure if I want to.

      I wash the lace panties with the soap too, wringing them out again and again under the water. Filthy. I made them filthy. He made me feel filthy. And something else too. God, it’s late. I wouldn’t be such a wreck if it weren’t so late.

      The hallway is still silent when I tiptoe across the hall, back to my room. Nobody has occupied the other bed, so I hang up the bra and panties over the footboard and turn out the light. The maid’s uniform reminds me with every step that this was my best option. It clings to my skin while I spread out the blanket on the bed and get under the covers. It rides up to my waist, leaving me exposed to the sheets.

      I squeeze my eyes shut tight and pretend not to notice.
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      People think that running a whorehouse the size of Olympus is all sex, but the truth is that it’s mostly bookkeeping. I’ve dismissed all my decorations from the room for the morning too, because I can’t get that new girl off my mind. Some focus on paperwork should help, so here I am, sitting in my desk in the sun, balancing my ledger.

      One of the girls needs payment for a blowjob, and she needs it in cash this morning. I mark it off in the book and scribble the total on a slip for Reya. One of the others got spanked last night in a particularly involved session. She’s sought-after, so she gets a little bonus. This accounting could take up my life if I let it, and oftentimes I do.

      Why? Because it’s easier than meditating on bullshit that’s already happened or the exquisite pleasure of killing a person. Fucked up, I know. But a man can’t rewire his formative experiences. He can only make sure everyone gets paid what they’re owed. That way, events like the one my asshole of a brother set into motion are far less likely to happen.

      I flip to the back of the ledger to consider the bribes.

      The police here are as corrupt as they are anywhere else, but they did raid Olympus recently, which might necessitate a heftier payment in addition to the concessions I’ve already made. The fuckers should forget a little faster, if you ask me.

      The knock at the door is so light I almost miss it, but then it comes again, braver this time. “You don’t have to knock, Reya. It’s early.”

      “It’s me.” Brigit is in the doorway, looking even younger than she did last night. Fuck me. There will be a run on her the moment I announce she’s for sale. “Reya said I should come here.”

      “She’s correct.” I flip the ledger shut, tuck it into one of the desk drawers, and lock it. A person should always lock things away, especially when they think there’s no reason to be diligent. My father taught me that. “We’ll begin your training this morning. Close the door.”

      “You don’t want everyone else to see what you’re going to do to me?”

      Well, I’ll be fucked. The maid’s outfit was enough to make me hard. The stockings—Christ. But the nervous, defiant look on her face? The lifted chin?

      She’s facing down an office made for fucking people in more ways than one, and this is how she’s going to begin our morning together.

      “If you’d prefer an audience, I’ll gather everyone in the building.”

      “You wouldn’t do that.”

      I stand up and cross the room, long strides, daring her to run down the hall. I wouldn’t mind the chase. But Brigit stands her ground, her arms pinned at her sides. She’s so fucking resolute that I go past her, leaning out into the hall. “Reya.”

      She’s always nearby, so I don’t need to be this loud, but the effect is nice. Reya comes rushing out of her smaller office. “Yes?”

      “Wake everyone up. Brigit wants people to witness her training.”

      A hand on my elbow. “Wait,” she says.

      “She wants people to see her pretty tits and her pink cunt. She wants them to hear her beg.”

      “No. I was only—”

      “What? Joking?”

      She bites her lip. “Teasing.”

      It makes me laugh. “You’ve been teasing since you walked in the door last night.”

      “I was not,” she insists. “I was only trying to earn some money. An honest living.” Her eyes cut to the side. There’s no way this sweet, innocent thing wants to make a career out of fucking random men. “But if you want people to watch, then I guess I don’t have a choice.” Her eyes are delicate in the morning sun, and I can hardly breathe.

      Challenging me, like this. Right now.

      “I’ll give you a choice. This time, and never again.”

      “What choice?”

      Reya hesitates in the hall, waiting, a curious half-smile on her face. I don’t know what she thinks she’s seeing in this moment, but I’d rather not do this in front of her. I don’t know why. “Audience or no audience. You can choose this once. And then you’re out of teases, out of your little choices, done. Decide right now.”

      “No audience,” she says. “Please.”

      “Was that so hard?” I swing the door and push it closed with the flat of my hand. Reya will get the idea. I’m close enough now to touch Brigit’s face, dragging my fingertips down the side of her cheek and to the delicate hollow of her throat. Her pulse is a beating wing, and my own heart matches pace. “You’re so pretty when you say please.”

      “That’s not true.” She’s barely breathing, but her heart—her heart doesn’t know the difference. “You pretend, but you like the teasing.”

      “The fucking audacity of you.” It is nothing to wrap a hand around that throat. It’s everything not to squeeze, to show her just how easy it would be to have complete control over her. I have it already, but she doesn’t know. She still thinks there’s a way out of her cage. “How would you know what I like? How would you fucking know?”

      Brigit dares to glance down to the front of my pants.

      “That’s nothing.” A dick gets hard for a nice pair of tits.

      “It doesn’t look like nothing.”

      Brave words from a slim piece of flesh who’s trembling in my grip, which is the lightest possible grip, which is the gentlest touch. She has no fucking idea. I’m a body of fireworks, explosions in a dark sky, and she can’t know, because if she knows….

      “I don’t find this particularly amusing.” What I do find amusing is pressing my thumb into that hollow, counting her heartbeats. “There are other things that would entertain me better. Things that would make you cry and squirm. Things that would shock even the women in this house.”

      “Wouldn’t we need an audience for that?”

      I laugh out loud, because otherwise I’ll combust, curling up into a suit briquet. “You’ve made your choice.”

      “Did you make yours?” She swallows, and I feel it under my thumb. I’m surrounded by ledgers and sex twenty-four hours a day, and I’ve never felt anything as sexy as that nervous swallow. “About what you’re going to do to me?”

      “With.”

      “What?”

      “When you’re with a client...” Fuck. I cannot even picture it. I cannot imagine another man between her legs, or with his hand on her neck, or kissing her collarbone. “Say with. What you’re going to do with me.” I trace my thumb down and down until I can slip it underneath the collar of her uniform. She’s still, or at least she’s trying to be and failing.

      “What if he’s not that kind of man?” Another swallow, and the tip of her tongue peeks out between her lips. “What if he’s like you?”

      “You’re assuming I’ll do things to you, then.”

      “Yes.” A breath. In and out. Another. “I am assuming that.”

      I lean down, because I can’t help myself, which is a rare situation to be in. I’m not fond of it. But I am fond—so fucking fond—of breathing her in. She smells like the plain soap we keep upstairs and a sweetness underneath that has to be all her. I don’t know her last name, but I know that. I’ll find out her fucking last name when it matters. And it doesn’t matter now. “Do you know what, Brigit? I know exactly what I’m going to do to you. I know what your first lesson will be.”

      A small noise.

      “You’re right.” I drop my hand to her wrist and pull her across the room. She gets a hitch in her step each time we pass one of the round sofa chairs. Those are for displays, not for her, and I can feel her wondering, pausing. “Those are only for—”

      “The girls who pass inspection. I know.”

      We go around behind my desk, and I lift her onto it, perching her there. It’s a desk made for me, so I shouldn’t be surprised at the frank obscenity of her bare feet dangling from the side, but I am.

      Shocked.

      And hard.

      Harder.

      Fuck.

      I take my seat, her eyes following every move. She’s put on the same expression as last night, but it doesn’t convince me nearly as well this time. It’s a fake. A front. What taught her to make that face? I want to know, but I want other things more.

      “Spread your legs.” Her knees press together instead. “You know that’s not what I want.”

      All her teasing amounts to nothing, and she blushes, hands gripping the edge of the desk. “Here? On your desk? Shouldn’t we do this on a bed?”

      “Stalling for time isn’t as cute as you think it is.” Brigit opens her mouth but says nothing. Instead, she closes her eyes and edges her knees apart. “For fuck’s sake, keep your eyes open.”

      She keeps them closed. “I can’t.”

      “You will.”

      “I really think—”

      “Don’t think.” She must sense me moving, because her eyes fly open a second before I have her jaw in my hand, forcing her head back so she has to look at me. “Your job is to do. To obey. So if I say ‘Brigit, spread your legs,’ then that’s what you do. Without hesitation.”

      Her lips close as if to form the word but. And then she thinks better of it and spreads her legs.

      “Wider than that.”

      It’s hard, on the edge of the desk, and she has to arch her back to do it, which has the effect of hiking the uniform up so I can see the tops of her stockings. I go back to my seat and watch.

      “Now what?” I can tell it’s an effort not to whisper, and a hint of admiration takes root at the pit of my gut. She’s gorgeous spread out on the surface of my desk, so much more valuable than anything locked inside. A flush makes her bright red from her cheeks down to her tits.

      “Now, pull up your dress. Show me everything.”

      This time, she’s quicker to do it, yanking up the hem of her skirt with a rough motion.

      Lace peeks out between her legs. I have a brief vision of shoving her knees up, pinning her down, fucking her on the desk, but I maintain the façade that I am a gentleman.

      “I said everything,” I scold. “Your panties are in the way.” She lets out an embarrassed groan but hooks her finger into the fabric anyway, pulling them to the side, unveiling her delicate curls and pink flesh underneath. “Good.”

      And then, because I am not a gentleman in any sense of the word, I wait.

      I make her stay like that, on my desk, eyes open.

      She lasts a full three minutes before she squirms and five before she speaks. “How… how long do I have to stay like this?”

      “As long as I want.”

      I get up and pull the chair to the desk then sit back down between her spread legs. She’s wet—I can smell it—and her face goes scarlet. I put a hand on her thigh, and she jumps, a squeak escaping her, but she doesn’t close herself off. Impressive. Next on my agenda: inch my thumb closer to that lace, so close I’m nearly touching it, and spread her open so I can see all of her.

      All. Of. Her.

      It’s perfection. She’s perfection, and she doesn’t have any fucking idea. She’s so embarrassed she can hardly breathe, sucking in sharp gasps of air. What an actress, except this is real—what a fucking show.

      “Stay still.”

      Some of the tension goes out of her—responsive—but she can’t get rid of the quake at the core of her. Her knuckles are white around the lace, and I can’t stand it any longer, so I bat her hand away and do away with the panties. They’re cheaper than they looked, and they rip easily, leaving only a faint line at her hips. Brigit pants but tries not to, which is my fucking favorite thing, and I put both hands on her thighs, locking them open for me. It changes her angle, and she puts her hands back to catch herself, knocking over a holder of pens in the process.

      “You’re killing me,” she says.

      “No, sweetheart. I’m keeping you alive..”

      Brigit grits her teeth like I’m going to bite her. She’s right—I am. But first, I lick her, a long, searching lick that leaves nothing to the imagination. Her body wants to fold forward, but I told her to stay still, and it’s fucking delicious, feeling her fight for it. She makes a noise in the back of her throat, and I take more of her, exploring with my tongue. Everything. Everything. Down below the sweet opening of her pussy. Brigit’s nervous about that, squirms harder—yes. Around her little hole.

      But it’s when I work my way up that she goes completely still, completely tense. Her thighs are shuddering in my hands, and I can tell it’s completely involuntary.

      “Tell me.” Casual. Like she’s just another whore. “Has a man made you come like this before?”

      She is staring up at the ceiling, so I can only see the curve of her cheek and the neat point of her chin. I can see the way her chest heaves before she answers. “No.”

      Not a lie.

      “Has a man touched this pretty little cunt?”

      “No.”

      “Have you?”

      A whisper this time. “Yes.”

      I take her clit then, sucking it in and worrying it with my teeth. Pressure. More pressure. A lap at her juices and she loses it, her body bending forward, hands wild on my hair. Her fists clench tight at the same time her pussy does, and if it weren’t for my hands, she’d be trying to crush my head with her thighs.

      I’m stronger.

      I’ll always be fucking stronger. It makes me feel very nearly tender toward her, this little desperate whore.

      But it almost undoes me when she lets out a sob into the open air, and then a second, and then shuts her pretty lips tight to keep them in while she comes and comes and comes.
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      I’m dead.

      He killed me.

      It’s the most pleasant, mortifying death I could have imagined, and now it’s over and I’m on the other side, if the other side looks like the ceiling of an unbelievably opulent office. It’s one of those tiled ceilings. It makes me think of Versailles, but I’m not sure why, since I’ve never been there, but I think I saw pictures of it once. Gilded patterns. Gold, everywhere. Gold on white on gold on white. Angels, singing. I can’t possibly be near an angel, because Zeus is still touching me, his hands warm on my thighs, and that tugs me down toward reality but doesn’t finish the job.

      Still touching me.

      And I’m still breathing, so I’m not as dead as I thought. Still alive, with heat in the air and an electric warmth between my legs, and I don’t know what the hell just happened, but it is like nothing that’s ever happened before. There are still tears on my face. They haven’t had enough time to evaporate.

      Oh, God. What do I do now? There’s no good exit to this situation, no way I can primly put my legs together and climb down from the desk. Zeus is in the way. I can feel him there without looking down from the Versailles ceiling. Feel his hands on my legs. Still pushing them apart. He hasn’t let them close. And I know, deep in my soul, that if he wanted to hold them apart forever, then I’d have no choice.

      Once, when I was out walking and walking—one of my father’s only approved activities—I went into a small, unassuming store with the name painted on the door. The Fates. It didn’t mean anything to me until I went inside, and I realized what it was—one of those new age stores, with things like crystals and cards. The whole space smelled like dust and the faint breath of sage. I almost went out, almost, but a woman there in a gray dress—it was beautiful, but I can’t remember exactly how, only that it was—offered me a reading. A single card. What was the card? I shut my eyes tight and try to remember it, try to center myself on it so I can catch my breath, but it’s hidden from me.

      Zeus laughs, like he can see inside my head, and closes my legs for me. They come together in a wet slap that is so embarrassing I could cry, but crying out of embarrassment isn’t a good idea. Not here. I won’t.

      He’s watching, eyes golden, eyes like fire. Where, in my life, did I go so wrong—or so right—that I’ve ended up here? Zeus wipes at his mouth with the cuff of his sleeve, and yes, I am dead. I don’t know how to come back from watching a man do that. His mouth was just on me. Between my legs. And now I’m on his sleeve.

      I slide off the desk for lack of the strength to hold myself up any longer and put my feet unsteadily on the floor, shoving my dress down. It’s over. This is over, at least, and I can escape. The attic room looked so plain last night. It’s paradise. Or it’s hell. I can’t make up my mind.

      There’s a charge in the air, like he’s about to speak, but instead, a door opens.

      The sound yanks all the air into itself and pulls it out of my lungs and out of the room. I wish I didn’t have to look, but I do—I couldn’t stop myself if I tried.

      It’s another woman in the doorway, not Reya. Younger than she is. Violently blonde. And angry. If a human could be transformed into a thundercloud, she’d be the one standing there right now, one hand on her hip, struggling to hide it. But her eyes are daggers, and they’re aimed at me. She’s there long enough for me to close my mouth.

      Every step she takes into the room echoes with the sharp snap of her heels on the floor. By the time she arrives at the desk, her expression is... appraising. And she only has eyes for Zeus. I might as well be furniture. Her gaze flicks down to the front of Zeus’s pants. I have the sickest, strangest urged to block him from view—but why? He doesn’t care. He just doesn’t care that she’s looking, and what she’s looking at…

      I put one hand on the desk and do my best to look like I’m not going to fall over.

      “Looks like it hurts,” the woman coos. “I could take care of that, if you’d like.” She edges close to me, so close I can feel the heat of her skin. Her hair blocks my view of him. That’s not right. I should always keep him in sight; that’s the only way to stay safe. No, no.

      There is no way to stay safe.

      “No need,” Zeus says, standing up. “I was about to teach Brigit here how to give a blowjob.”

      My heart stops. I thought it was done beating before, but now I’m sure. There’s a wrenching pain as it starts up again. I try and fail to get enough air to argue this point—haven’t I done enough for the day?—but Zeus’s huge palms are on my shoulders, pushing me down onto the perfect floor. None of it is worn down from the footsteps of maids. I’m trapped by the desk, and by his legs, and by his hand in my hair, tipping my head back.

      A dangerous smile paints his face. A kinder man would ask if I was ready. Zeus is not kind. He has never been kind, never, never. All of his meanness bought him this, somehow—this beautiful room, the desk so heavy it looks like it grew out of the floor, so shiny. So polished. It takes maids bent over and rubbing by hand to get it like this.

      With his other hand, he unzips his pants, and I fling my soul out of my body, trying to get out of my own mind. I imagined this happening in the dark. Some dark corner, some rushed man. This is broad daylight. The other woman—she can see. And there’s nowhere to run.

      “She looks scared,” comments the woman.

      “I’m not,” I lie.

      “Shut your mouth, Savannah. I’ll use it when I’m ready.”

      Savannah. She hates me, but at least she listens to him in this moment. This is worse than waiting in the alley and worse than stripping down to my underwear and worse than what happened on that desk.

      Zeus is enormous.

      All of him.

      I don’t know why I thought his dick would be any different, any less intimidating than this man who takes up all the available space in the room no matter where he’s standing. The power of him dwarfs how tall he is, and how muscled, and all of it is centered in my hair right now. Pulling me close.

      “Suck,” he commands.

      Horror creeps up the back of my neck, and I discover I’m gritting my teeth. That’s not what it means to suck, so I will myself to open my mouth. Zeus isn’t patient enough to wait for me. He puts a thumb on my chin and pulls down, and then he’s in my mouth, salt and skin and heft. The other girl is watching. She doesn’t leave. He doesn’t make her. Oh, God.

      She’s watching me.

      I don’t know how to do this.

      Tongue. Maybe? I try it out, tentative, because there’s so much of him that it seems impossible. A real suck. I think wildly of lollipops, of popsicles, of sweet candy. He’s not sweet, but he’s clean—wretchedly, horribly clean. It would be better if he was disgusting. I would hate myself less. There’s only the most faint taste of soap and a hint of musk.

      I manage another inch or two, and he’s filling my mouth, so much of it, and all I can think is that I have to keep moving, keep my tongue working.

      “There’s a good girl.” An awful wave of pride begins at the place where he’s pulling my hair and drags its fingertips down my back. My pussy clenches. I think of him licking it. How did he ever know how to do that? How did he ever imagine— “A little deeper now. Swirl your tongue, harder. Make it good for me; otherwise, what the fuck is the point?” He’s mocking, and it hurts, and I like it. “If I only wanted to fuck a wet place, I’d take that virgin pussy. Suck, sweetheart.”

      I’m doing my best.

      I’m choking on it.

      He’s stopped going easy on me, and it’s too late now. No going back to whatever that was before—a cruel gentleness. My throat tightens around him, trying to get him out. It doesn’t work. I want him to tell me I’m a good girl again, crave it, but I don’t understand why, and it’s so bad. It couldn’t get any worse. Tears burn at the corners of my eyes. It’s only from the fact that I can’t breathe. That’s all it is. I’m not really going to cry.

      “Can I help, Zeus?” That’s Savannah from behind me.

      He leans back, tugging me with him. “Sure.”

      Panic. Pure, bright panic. It blinds me. I grab for his pants. There’s not enough slack to hold so I claw at them to find purchase. What’s she going to do? Get on her knees next to me and suck him too? Fabric shifts in the space next to me—her dress—and then it’s my dress that’s moving. Lifting. A cool breeze on my ass.

      And then—

      A slap.

      I whimper around his cock. I swear I can feel her handprint on my butt. It must be red.

      Another slap.

      This time, it’s a sob, full-throated and real, and Zeus groans. The hum goes all the way down to his tip. My pain is actually causing his pleasure.

      Savannah doesn’t stop.

      I’m only up on my knees because my hands are hooked in his pants, and I have never been so trapped in my life, never been so small as I am with a cock down my throat and a woman with vicious hands spanking my ass.

      Again. Again. Again. She lands the blows so efficiently that the skin is incandescent with the pain, and I still can’t get away. No amount of wriggling dislodges Zeus’s cock from my mouth. Not with his hands in my hair like this, not with him holding me so still.

      Tears stream freely down my cheeks, and at the next slap, I beg, wordless. Gagged. It does something to Zeus—all of him tenses—and then one hand leaves my hair and he pulls out.

      I fall forward, a hand on my mouth, and it’s only out of the corner of my eye that I see what happens next.

      He pulls Savannah’s face up, his fingers around her jaw so that it opens. And then he comes into her mouth.

      It’s a lot.

      It’s so much, and she takes it all, swallowing down and down and down with her eyes locked on his. She’s lit up with it. Worshipful. And at the very last moment, she glances over at me. I won.

      Zeus’s hand squeezes the back of my hair, hard enough to make me cry out, and then I’m on my feet. He bends down and puts his mouth next to my ear, voice cutting through the rush. “Maybe next time, you’ll earn it.”
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      Zeus is done, just like that.

      He’s finished touching me. He’s stepping back. He’s zipping up his pants. And I’m still a mess on the floor, on my knees. Savannah stands up and brushes invisible lint off the front of her dress. It’s a pale blue halter dress that’s got a high neck and a low, low back. She must know how good she looks in it. She must also know how stupid I look in this uniform, on the floor.

      I stand up too and swallow the knife’s edge of another sob. No more. A furious wipe at my eyes and I’m done.

      Zeus brushes me aside—brushes the both of us aside—and pulls his chair back to his desk. Sits. Takes out his ledger. It’s astonishing how casual he looks. How beautiful. How sun-kissed. Like he didn’t just fuck my mouth in front of another woman. Even if he doesn’t care, which I’m sure he doesn’t, it should have some effect.

      Or maybe that’s just me. That’s how naïve I am—was. Not anymore. Now I know.

      So why the hell do I want to get back on my knees? Why does that seem like the better option in this room?

      I deserve to be slapped for that.

      “Take her to get waxed and cleaned up.” He sounds like he’s telling Savannah to bring him a coffee, and the dismissive tone of it gives me a shock of glee. “And dress her in something pretty. I want to have dinner with her tonight.” This Savannah, with hate in her eyes and sugar in her voice, takes my hand and leads me out of the office. I would rather stay on one of those round couches in this uniform than go with her, but Zeus gave an order. I don’t have any fight in me right now.

      We go out into the hall, and Savannah closes the big door behind her, and then she whirls around. Her mask is gone, and her face is all fury—red cheeks and white eyes. She’s close enough to pinch me, and she does it, hard, and pain arcs up through my arm. “Stop!”

      “Shut the fuck up,” she hisses. “You are such a slut.”

      I rub at my arm. Jesus, she’s so pissed. And I’m jealous, which is something I can’t even begin to think through right now. Jealous of her, for what? The fact that he used her over me at the moment when it counted? This is wildly fucked up. “I—”

      “He fucks all the girls.” A triumphant smile laced with anger. “You should know that. He doesn’t care about you.” Savannah stalks off down the hallway. My feet feel like lead boots. “Hurry up,” she calls over her shoulder. “You don’t want to get caught disobeying his orders, do you? Or would you like that?” Her eyes flick up to the ceiling. “You probably would. Disgusting.”

      I don’t have anything to say to that.

      I can only follow her through the halls and up a floor. It seems like a long way, and it probably is, but I can’t get my mind to focus on anything but the hum on my skin and what happened in that room. His mouth—his mouth.

      “You’re nothing,” Savannah says casually when I fall into step with her. She stops abruptly in front of a set of double doors with frosted glass. “And that uniform looks ridiculous on you.” The uniform. With no panties. I want to shove it down farther with my hands, but she’ll seize on it and make this worse. “Come on.”

      She pushes open the door and goes in. I’m one step past the threshold when I see the full extent of what Zeus meant.

      The spa is huge, and it’s all out in the open. A line of salon chairs takes up half of one wall, and next to that is a line of high stools in front of more mirrors and enough makeup to fill a Sephora.

      And on the other side…

      God, no.

      On the other side, there are three waxing tables. Not separated from the rest of the room by anything. Bathed in natural light. Two of them are occupied, with technicians in lavender scrubs hovering nearby. They’re finishing up, and one girl hops down, rubbing at her arms. Where is the curtain? Where is the door? There has to be something to hide me from the rest.

      There is no door.

      There is no curtain.

      Savannah has left me behind, and she’s leaning down to talk to a woman in a lavender outfit, pointing at me. The woman’s eyes are neutral, professional, but not Savannah—hers glow. There are a lot of other women in here. Ten? Fifteen? They flit around like butterflies, pulling clothes off racks in the back of the room and sitting down in front of the mirrors. The scent of hairspray wafts through the air.

      I’m frozen in place.

      Savannah straightens up and reaches out to one of the other girls. It’s like a train wreck happening in slow motion—I can’t look away. And they’re not the wreck. I am. Savannah’s whisper spreads from the other girl to another and another until it’s choked the sound out of the room, stopped all the movement. They’re watching. They’ve noticed the pathetic, desperate girl in the maid’s uniform and bare feet.

      “Get undressed.” Savannah’s voice cuts through the waiting silence. “You can’t get waxed while you’re wearing all those clothes.”

      I swallow the cold humiliation. It was one thing in Zeus’s office. It was one thing in that room downstairs, on the first night. It’s different now. The women—they look like wolves. The prettiest wolves I’ve ever seen. “Is there somewhere I can change?”

      A laugh strikes like a match near the makeup counter and burns through the room as quickly as the silence did.

      No. There’s nowhere I can change. The women in the lavender scrubs, the ones still moving, don’t seem to care. But the other girls—they’re staring. They’re waiting. A sizzle moves through the air, invisible and sharp. Like claws in the back of my neck. It’s meant to be awful, and even though I know it, I can’t keep the embarrassment out.

      Something cracks beneath the surface of me like a pebble hitting a windshield, the broken part spidering out through thick glass. My hands go to the hem of my uniform—just take it off, quick—but I can’t do it.

      “Awww, she’s nervous.” Savannah leans her head on the other girl’s shoulder, pouting at me. “Do you need help getting your dress off?” Snickers echo off the ceiling. “There’s plenty of us to help. Come on, girls. It’s Brigit’s first day. We should give her a hand.”

      Nobody’s going to fall for this. Right? Wrong. Savannah is only the first to advance on me. She picks up her head, and the second girl follows, and more of them get up from their places, and a seizing terror closes my throat. What the fuck are they doing? Do they really mean to undress me? They exchange knowing smiles as they get closer and closer.

      “Stop.” It’s a strangled gasp, not the confident refusal that I planned on.

      Savannah cocks her head to the side. “Strip.”

      I’m out of time; any fool could see that. Wait any longer, and they’ll do it for me. This room—this spa—it’s so lovely, so expensive. And it’s a trap. I pull the maid’s uniform over my head and bundle it into my arms.

      Savannah reaches out with one hand and bats it down to the floor. “You won’t need that.”

      I lift my head, because there’s no other option, and unhook my bra, humiliation making my chest flush pink. I’m not at my best. I went to sleep last night with wet hair, and this morning I got trained in a way that frankly I never thought was possible. And now there’s nothing to hide that.

      One girl looks me up and down and makes a noise—hm—and then she’s gone, trailing off toward the mirrors. Savannah covers her mouth with a delicate hand. It does nothing to hide her grin. And the rest—God. The rest take turns coming by like I’m an exhibit at the zoo. The room is back in motion, and I’m still at the center.

      “Lydia,” Savannah calls, voice as smooth and as cutting as ever. “Zeus says she needs to get waxed. Are you ready?”

      “Of course.” Lydia’s voice—it must be her—comes just off my elbow, scaring the shit out of me. And then her hand is on my shoulder. Savannah follows us over to the waxing table and hovers nearby. “Did he have any specific requests?”

      “I’m sure he wants the full treatment.” Savannah winks at Lydia. Horrifying. The full treatment—I don’t dare ask what it is. It’s too late to ask anyway, because Lydia is helping me up on the table, and I can’t force a single question past my lips. “Oh my God, Brigit. She can’t wax you when you’re like that.” Savannah looms above me and reaches for my knees. She’s stronger than she looks, wrenching them apart in one easy motion and letting them flop down on the table. “Keep them like a diamond,” she says breezily.

      I focus my eyes on the ceiling and try not to look terrified, but I am. Lydia is getting wax ready; she’s stirring something, muttering to herself, and Savannah won’t leave. She wants to see this. Her eyes track Lydia’s movement while she nears with a cleaning solution and rubs in oil. All of my energy goes toward acting like this is not the most humiliating thing that’s happened to me in the last five minutes.

      The worst. The worst. The worst. My heart beats with it, thunders with it, but there’s nothing I can do to stop this, short of running away. And I can’t run away. I’ve already done that. “Enjoy the show,” I tell Savannah, and my voice doesn’t shake.

      She snorts. “I will. I bet you haven’t been waxed before, judging by how red you are. Delly, come watch.”

      Delly takes my attention off the wax, which is touching me where Zeus’s mouth touched me, which is touching me everywhere. Hot. It’s so hot. I didn’t expect it to be this hot. Jesus. Why didn’t I get a wax before this, at any point in my life? Delly. She’s the redhead from last night. She passed inspection, which means…. Did this already happen to her, or is it just a special torture for me? Savannah hooks her arm through Delly’s, and they stand together, faces bright, like someone is about to hand them an ice cream cone.

      A breath.

      And then Lydia rips off the wax.

      My body arches up off the table. I don’t scream, but I hear it in my head, high and shrill. Sweat beads on my forehead. Shit, it’s hot. It’s so hot, and Lydia isn’t stopping. She has a job to do. Embarrassment crawls up the sides of my neck and turns my ears as hot as the wax. She rips it off again, and—no. There’s nothing enjoyable about this.

      And yet….

      Savannah whispers in Delly’s ear, pointing, and Lydia says, “All fours.”

      “What?”

      “I need you on all fours.”

      It dawns on me what she’s asking, and I move into the position through a numb haze. Savannah taps the small of my back, and I arch automatically, which makes me wish I died in Zeus’s office. Anything would be better than hearing her laugh.

      More hot wax, this time on skin that should never be exposed to daylight. Oh, God. Oh no.

      Lydia rips it off.

      I’m shaking, trembling, trying to hold myself up, but I’m not going to make a sound. Even if this lasts all day. And all night. And forever. I won’t give Savannah the satisfaction.

      They keep watching. Jealous, I remind myself. They’re jealous of me. I’m terrified, but at least they’re jealous.

      I wish he was watching instead.

      It’s the most horrible thing to cross my mind yet, and I struggle to block it out, but Lydia is relentless, and every strip of pain reminds me of Zeus. It’s not really Lydia who’s doing this to me. It’s him. It’s going to be him until I walk out of here again. All of this belongs to him. The room, the table, the wax... everything.

      “She’s turning pink,” comments Delly in a searching tone.

      “She likes it,” Savannah answers flatly.

      “I can hear you,” I snap, and it makes them both laugh again. But it’s broken the spell, and by the time Lydia goes to work on my legs, they’re gone, off in front of one of the clothing racks. Savannah reappears as I’m stepping off the table. My legs feel weak, shaky, and Savannah looks irritated. I’m sure she was hoping I would faint or die, and now that I haven’t, she has to carry out the rest of Zeus’s instructions.

      “Here.” She thrusts a dress at me. “There’s a dressing room in the back.”

      I hold my head up high and go toward the only direction that seems like “the back.” It’s behind the dress racks—one single, wide door. It’s surprisingly light when I pull it open and throw myself inside.

      Alone.

      The door catches me as I sag against it, the dress crumpled at my chest. My skin still stings from the waxing, all raw and pink. As pink as the room I’ve just entered. Savannah undershot it by a lot when she called this a dressing room. It’s no single mirror with a curtain and a set of fluorescent lights. Blush pink walls surround sunken shelves, and the shelves themselves are full of lingerie sets.

      New. With tags. In every color, from one side of the room to another. There are bras and panties and beneath that, shoes. I’ve walked into an upscale boutique hidden inside a spa inside a whorehouse. It makes sense, I guess; they have to look pretty.

      We have to look pretty.

      I shove away the thought of what’s to come and shake out the dress in my hands. Savannah’s terrible, but she’s chosen a good color for me—black at the top, transitioning to a deep purple on the bottom. It’s a gown, really, and feels unspeakably expensive.

      I’ll need a bra for this.

      I choose one of the sets, double-check to make sure it’s my size, and hang up the gown while I put it on. I’m trying to zip up the dress behind my back when the door flings open.

      “Are you ready?” Delly’s voice is not what I expected to hear. “Oh, let me get that for you.” She does, and our eyes meet in the mirror. She’s still deciding about me. “Savannah says the girls are waiting to help you with your hair.”

      I could almost cry with relief. “I’m sure I could figure it out.”

      She shakes her head. “We’ve got it.”

      We go back out into the cloud of hairspray, and someone sits me in one of the salon chairs, and then I’m lost in a forest of hands and voices and featherlight touches. Makeup brushes and blush. The practiced tug and pull of a curling iron.

      When I open my eyes again, I’m not waiting in the mirror.

      It’s another version of me. Beautiful. Sophisticated.

      Not a virgin.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            9

          

          Zeus

        

      

    

    
      I’m early to the dining room. It’s the one I reserve for my private use, built specifically without a view of the mountain. The river that cuts through the city is vaguely visible from here in flashes of light on water.

      I’m early, because I can’t stop thinking about Brigit. My sweet, naïve little whore. Who liked what I did to her earlier in spite of herself. Who cried with it. I can still feel her swallow under my thumb. Fuck. It’s like being slowly lit on fire, thinking of her. It’s not so scorching that I have to stop, but I should. That’s where this is headed. All emotions are tiny disasters in the making. And now, look. I’ve let mine get the better of me.

      Curiosity. I’ll chalk it up to that. Women like Brigit do not routinely walk into this building and insist on selling themselves. Reya tells me she was wearing a cardigan outside. A fucking cardigan. Where did she come from?

      “You wanted me cleaned up. Well, I’m clean now.”

      I turn away from the window, and there she is, transformed. My breath catches at the sight of her—catches with an aftershock. I don’t feel this way about beautiful women. I don’t. But she’s stunning in a gown that blooms from purple into black, ending in a square neckline that’s so demure and lovely that it’s obscene.

      I know what they put her through at the spa. I thought a hundred times about going down there to see it for myself. A rare misstep—I should have done it, because they’ve hidden all the embarrassment from me and made her look like a little goddess. Savannah’s fingerprints are all over this. She thought a gown like this would do less for me than something low-cut and sheer.

      She was fucking wrong.

      I want to tear this off of Brigit a thousand times more than I’d want to rip apart some of the see-through bullshit the girls wear when they’re not feeling confident. Awe—it’s awe making my chest feel like it’s expanded a hundred times over.

      “There. Now you don’t look like you just fell off a turnip truck.”

      Brigit blinks, looking down toward the floor, but it’s a momentary hesitation. She almost manages to look comfortable in high heels as she crosses the room. Such a performance. I’ve never seen another person put on a show like this. “You still look the same.”

      “And how is that?” I go around the table and pull her chair out for her. My father might have been a psychopath and a murderer, but even murderers need manners.

      She eyes me curiously, her green eyes catching in the afternoon glow from the window. “Gorgeous.” It’s almost a sigh. “And mean.”

      “Please. I look mean while I’m sliding your chair in for you?” Mostly, I do it so she can’t see how hard my heart is beating. The effect she has—it’s too much. When she’s seated, I go back to my own place and straighten my sleeves. “Your family must have been as soft as they come. Do you live in the city?”

      “Now I do.” Brigit lifts her napkin, places it delicately in her lap. She sits so straight in her chair that I want to bend her over the table and teach her several things about the limits of politeness. The silence goes on.

      “And where did you live before?” I prompt. We don’t need menus, since I’ve already ordered all the food, and there’s nothing to do but look at her. Someone has curled her hair, letting it fall in gentle waves around her face. They brightened her with makeup, making her shine like a jewel. Men would pay a handsome fee to fuck her first. Too bad for them.

      She names a suburb on the outer bounds of the city. It’s not one of the richest ones, but it’s not a part of the slums either. It’s a liminal space. The people who live there could just as easily move up or move down. Brigit certainly hasn’t stayed put. “All by yourself, then?”

      “It was my father’s house.” One of the staff comes in from the attached kitchen and pours water. She waits for him to finish then lifts the glass to her lips. I have never been jealous of glassware before, but I’d like to crush it into tiny shards. My fist tightens, waiting. “My mother doesn’t live there.” This is practically no information, and she knows it. “Who punched you?”

      My hand goes to my face, and I pretend to brush away an eyelash instead. “My brother. He put my head through a window.”

      And the look on his face when he did it was an expression of such searing pain that I thought for sure he’d kill me. He thought someone he loved was dead, and he was prepared to tear down the building, beginning with me. It’s been a long time since I allowed myself to care that much about anything. Honestly, I didn’t know he was capable. The revelation still dogs me, nipping at my heels, digging claws into exposed flesh.

      Brigit considers this, taking another sip of water. “What were you fighting about? Does your family know you own a whorehouse?”

      So many parts of that sentence are laughable. “Of course. They couldn’t be prouder.” Another rush of emotion—what the fuck? It’s like she’s staring right through me with those big green eyes, seeing everything that I’ve tried to cover with expensive suits and smiles for years, for fucking years. It’s the taste of the word prouder in my mouth. That’s what it is. I haven’t even lied. My father would be proud, up to the moment he discovered that I’ve been keeping the women alive. “After all, my father brought me to my first hooker when I was twelve.”

      Brigit gasps, horrified, one hand gripping the side of the table. Innocent thing. “Twelve? That’s not right. That’s… that’s abuse.”

      “Is it?” Brigit can never know what’s really happening in this conversation. What’s boiling under my skin. “He was doing me a favor, in his way.”

      I can still see that woman’s dark hair. The pink lace of her panties. The thin lines of pain on her ass from my father’s whip. I can still feel her throat under my hands and my father’s over mine. I can still feel her breath. How shallow it got, how close to stopping.

      Brigit seems enraged on my behalf, which is as interesting a thing as I’ve ever seen. There’s fire in her eyes, in the set of her jaw. For me. And she has no idea what happened in that room. No one does, except my father Cronos, and the memory is rotting with him in his grave. Brigit’s anger is energizing. It makes me want to feel it too.

      “You don’t let twelve-year-olds in here, do you?”

      I give her a sharp look. “No.”

      “Why not?” Her voice is hot, challenging. “Wouldn’t you be doing them a favor?”

      “This is a strictly over-eighteen establishment.” I give her a onceover, letting my gaze linger on her tits, rising and falling with every breath. “You are over eighteen, aren’t you?”

      “Yes,” she shoots back.

      “Then what do you have to be concerned about?” I laugh then arrange my face into something resembling seriousness. “Is there something you’re concerned about, sweetheart? You can tell me, you know. I’m here to listen.”

      “You’re an asshole.” Her fingernails dig into the tablecloth. She’ll ruin it if she’s not careful.

      “Obviously.”

      “I should leave.”

      It’s an empty threat, and we both know it, but my entire body readies itself to block the door. “Go then.”

      I’m watching her like I don’t give a fuck, and that couldn’t be further from the truth. Caring is not a default setting for a man like me. It’s not the fact that I care that has every detail of her standing out, my skin supersensitive to the clothes I’ve been wearing all day. The air between us thickens. The ice in my water clinks against the glass.

      Brigit breathes.

      “What will I find outside, if I go?”

      “Clients arriving for the night.” In black, unmarked cars. The drivers will linger as long as they’re here, circling the streets of the city. The whorehouse comes to life while the sun sets, and outside, the men who fill my coffers wait for the perfect opportunity to come in and take their pleasure.

      “So I could find one of them.” Breathless now, but she gets it under control. “I could do what I came here to do.”

      I laugh again, and she reddens underneath her blush. “You’re funny.”

      “I’m not trying to be funny. I’m trying to—”

      “Sell a virtually untouched pussy for a paycheck. I know.” I lean forward, like we’re at a business meeting. This is supposed to be a business meeting. “Go. Walk out of here right now, find one of the guests, and name your price. But when you’re finished, don’t come crying to me.”

      I can picture them so vividly—the tears in her eyes. The shame. It’s like one of my paintings, stripped bare for me to look at without obstruction. But another instinct roars to life. No one else will make her cry. No one else will make her face scarlet with shame. Only me.

      Brigit clears her throat. “What would be worse? Them, or you?”

      “Me.” Without hesitation, me. I’m surprised she even dares to ask the question. “But there’s something to be said for the devil you know.”

      “I don’t know you.” Also true.

      Dinner arrives. “That’s for the best.”

      “Is it?” Her tongue darts out to wet her lips, which have been expertly covered in a lipstick that I want to wipe off with my thumb.

      It is better for her not to know. Much better than the alternative. I pick up my fork and look her in the eye. “I’m not the one for sale. Now, hurry up and tell me more about you, Brigit. It will be so much easier to sell you off that way.”
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Brigit

        

      

    

    
      I can’t tell what’s going on behind those golden eyes, and it’s the most frustrating thing. How could someone so gorgeous be so difficult to read? I want Zeus to make sense, but he doesn’t. I want him to look rough, with dark hair and dark eyes and scars, but he doesn’t. I want him to be kind, but he’s not.

      That’s a lie. I’m not sure if I want him to be kind. If he did that, then what he said would be true—I don’t know him at all. But I do. I know his mouth on mine and between my legs, and I know how his hands feel. I know the way he watches me. That’s not nothing.

      I keep telling myself it’s not nothing all the way through dinner. The waiter clears my plate before I’m finished, and then Zeus stands, towering over the table. “Come with me, sweetheart. It’s time.”

      “Time for what?” My heart climbs up into my throat and beats there. He can’t possibly mean it’s time to take on a client. Take on a client—that’s the clinical way of putting it. Let a man fuck me for money. Spread my legs for that man. I can’t do it. The thought makes me lightheaded. “I thought you said—”

      “Men will like you better if you’re pretty and compliant and silent,” he comments, leading the way out the door. He’s so tall that I have to hurry to keep up with him, making me unsteady on the high heels. The other girls dressed me up like one of them. They made me look elegant and knowing, but my steps aren’t elegant.

      I lose track of the twists and turns, and he doesn’t slow down to let me get my bearings. He doesn’t so much as look at me. Zeus walks directly to a huge, dark door looming up in the middle of a wall decorated in deep-green paint and gilded frames. Opens it. Goes through. At the last moment, he catches my elbow in his hand and pulls me through with him, keeping me close by his side. It’s a fleeting touch, like I burned him.

      It’s a large space, but it looks intimate, because the ceilings are low and the only light comes from lamps on tables snugged close to sofas and armchairs. And the chairs are filled with men.

      Men talking in low voices, the occasional burst of laughter rising above them. Men with their white sleeves rolled up to their elbows, jackets slung over the backs of chairs. Men with their hands around thick crystal glasses full of an amber liquid. Men with bright eyes.

      They’ve come here after work. Men in suits, coming to this lounge after work like it’s any bar in the city, any restaurant.

      Something’s missing.

      My memory supplies the women in the spa this morning, their dresses shimmering in the light, and their absence taps me on the shoulder.

      I’m the only one.

      A hush ripples out from where I’m standing, and Zeus touches me again, fingertips light on the small of my back. An electric sensation burns up to the base of my neck. Forward. Go forward. We move closer, and the silence ripples out. It’s the break before a storm, the eerie quiet with a green sky. And then the first droplets come.

      One of the men stands up, drink in hand, and then there are more. Even the ones who stay seated watch, eyes tracking every movement.

      “What did you bring us, Zeus? She’s got small tits.” I’m torn between wanting to know who said it and pretending to be nonchalant, so I only catch the moment when the man smiles. It’s a predatory grin. Cold lances across my gut.

      “Is her pussy tight, at least? I bet it is, with a dress like that.”

      Laughter, low and heavy with drink.

      It happens slowly, smoothly; one by one, they all get up. They all move as a group to my side of the room, taking seats nearer the door, lounging against a floor-to-ceiling bookcase. As if anyone reads here.

      They keep circling.

      Testing.

      Sharks in water.

      If the women were wolves, the men—they’re more dangerous by far. But none of them are as dangerous as Zeus. He’s completely at ease, standing nearby, not seeming to care if they get close. My breath gets shallow. There are no good choices. I can’t twist my hands into my gown. I can’t edge into his side and hope he puts his arm around me. That would mark me as the fool I am.

      Or maybe they can already tell.

      “How is she at sucking cock? Or do you not know?”

      “I bet she chokes,” one answers.

      I can only see white shirts out of the corners of my vision—white, ironed shirts and dark jackets. The scent of cologne wraps around me. It’s the last warning. They’re close enough to touch. A white sleeve flashes, a hand comes close, and then an arm cuts across. A fist tightens on the sleeve and pushes it back. Zeus laughs, and for the first time, I register he doesn’t laugh because something funny has happened. He laughs when something threatening has happened. Nothing could possibly threaten him, so….

      The man who reached for me, his hand angling for the dip between my legs, stands back, hands up. “I only wanted a sample.”

      “I’m still training her.” There’s no room for argument in Zeus’s tone, light as it is.

      “Then I want first dibs,” the man counters.

      “Second,” shouts another.

      “Third.” That call comes from a man in the back, and the energy in the room sharpens.

      “Reya.” Zeus doesn’t raise his voice at all, but then she’s there, her ledger in hand.

      “Repeat your claims.” Reya raises an eyebrow, her lips curving up in a smile that reels me in too. For a single heartbeat.

      “What are they claiming?” I should know this, but I need to hear him say it.

      “The order that they’ll fuck you once you’ve passed your inspection.” Zeus puts his hands in his pockets and keeps watch as the men line themselves up, calling out to Reya to write their names down. First. Second. Third. Sixth. Tenth. Twelfth.

      Why did I ever think I could do this? Why did I ever think my heart would stand up to this? I pictured one man. Enough money to get out of the city. A high price. But the things Reya writes down are binding. Every swoop and fall of her pen is another promise to them.

      And not just any promise.

      A promise of me. My body. As naked as I was in that spa, but worse. They’ll be inside me. And Zeus doesn’t care. I didn’t come here for him to care. Of course I didn’t.

      The flush starts at my chest and rises to my hairline, and then it burns its way down the back of my neck and over my shoulder blades.

      “When, Zeus?”

      “The party,” he answers. “She’ll be ready at the party.”

      “Don’t fuck with us,” the man says. He has slate-colored eyes and a grin that doesn’t reach those eyes. “Will we be disappointed at the party?”

      “Are you ever disappointed at my events?” Zeus winks, and anticipation breathes itself into the room. The party, the party. What party is he talking about? They’re not arguing with him, which means that it must be soon.

      Which means I don’t have much time.

      I want to sink into the floor and cover my head, but I lift my chin instead, turning this way and that so they can see me. They’re looking, they’re looking, and it’s like they know what they’ll find under my dress. Of course they do. They’re buyers at a whorehouse, and I’m new. That’s my only value to them, and it kills me; it kills me to show myself off like this. Humiliation is as sharp as the pull of wax on my skin.

      Reya closes her ledger, and it must be some sort of signal, because the big door opens, and the other girls pour into the room.

      All the men stand up straight, drinks headed for side tables and the bookshelves so they have their hands free, and it’s like watching a cloud of glitter descend on the room. Bright dresses. Bright smiles. Perfect makeup.

      And hands, reaching. Savannah runs headlong into a man with his suit jacket unbuttoned and strokes the side of his face. He reaches around to her ass and squeezes it hard enough to leave a line in the fabric of her dress. She tips her head back and laughs. The scene repeats itself around the lounge. Asses slide onto laps. Hands cup breasts. Fingers creep up beneath hemlines. Giggles. Laughter. Sighs. One man wraps his hands around a girl’s neck and pulls her in close, whispering to her through gritted teeth. She pulls back, a finger on his chest. A negotiation. It’s a short one, and then he kisses her with a vicious bite. The flutter of her eyes gives away the pain, and then he’s bundling her out through an exit I didn’t notice before, already pulling at her dress.

      They’re going to do that to me.

      I knew that. I knew that when I decided to come here. I knew it in an abstract way, a way I tried not to imagine. I tried to keep it far from my mind so I could bear it when the day came. But now it’s impossible to ignore.

      Those men will do that to me, and they want to do it right now. It’s only Zeus who’s forcing them to wait.

      And I’m... grateful.

      It’s a reluctant, ill-fitting gratitude. Because the gorgeous god standing next to me, fending them off, is not a good man.

      But he’s given me a reprieve. If only for tonight.
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Zeus

        

      

    

    
      The poor thing thinks I’ve saved her.

      The longer I look at Brigit, the more I can see her little tells. The way her eyes widen when she’s relieved, and the way they get wider when she’s afraid. The quiver in her jaw when she’s trying to be brave. The way she rubs her forefinger gently against her thumb instead of clenching her fist when she’s nervous. That blank expression from last night was a fucking lie, just like the idea that she gets a free pass tonight.

      So I stopped one man from groping her. That doesn’t mean we’re finished for the night.

      I keep her by my side all evening and well past midnight. It keeps her on edge, just how I like. Her sidelong glances give her away. She only believed me for about five minutes after I announced to the room that she won’t be available until the party.

      She doesn’t know it’s this weekend, but she’s still afraid, and it’s intoxicating. It’s especially intoxicating for me, because unlike the other men in this room, I know exactly how terrified she is of the prospect. If only I could see inside her mind. It would be quite something, watching her thoughts as she tries to wrestle with the idea of twelve men. The list, I haven’t told her yet, is up to fifteen. Some girls have come in commanding a list of ten, which makes for a long second night after the bidding is finished.

      And because I like the scent of her fear, I keep dangling her in front of them. Making her sit on my lap. Making her stand at my side. Keeping her wrist in my hand, held loosely on top of the arm of my chair. Reminding her, with every breath, that I could crush her. It makes me hard. Obnoxiously so. The discussions this late at night inevitably turn to the whores the men have fucked and who they plan to visit next time they arrive. It’s boring but necessary conversation. This is how I keep trouble at Olympus to a minimum. The clients who are unhappy find their way to the lounge and tell me all about it. The girls who sense an oncoming storm bring me a drink and whisper in my ear. I send people to break things up, to interrupt before escalating situations get out of control. It’s a fucking circus, and I’m the one in the middle.

      All I want is to get off this fucking ride and take Brigit to my room. It’s a double-edged sword, really. I’m scaring her, on purpose, because I like it. And she’s teasing me, unthinkingly, because she can’t help it. Her trip to the spa this afternoon should have demonstrated that I’m not afraid to humiliate her in front of a crowd. Making the list should have confirmed it.

      I wait until the lounge has cleared out, until the very last whispers have faded. I wait until she relaxes, her shoulders letting down. Someone handed me a drink a few minutes ago, and I let go of Brigit, giving her a foot or two of space. She glances toward the door then back at me. Her fingertip circles the pad of her thumb. “Is it time for me to go?”

      “No.”

      She blinks, once, lamplight in her eyes. Reya crosses her legs on the other side of the room. “Then what—”

      “You’re still being trained.” I put my empty glass on a side table. “You’ve been so amusing that I’ll give you another choice. Me, or you can take your chances with whoever is left in this room.”

      Brigit looks.

      There are four of them, mostly deep in their drink, but one sits by the fireplace. He’s a regular client, prone to dark moods and rough sex. He looks particularly dark tonight. He’s been watching Brigit since the moment we entered the room. He’s watching her now. I planned to take her to my room for this, but the whiskey and my mood have combined into a dangerous elixir. Let him see that she’s still mine.

      “You.”

      “Good choice.” I plant my feet and point to a spot between my legs. “Come here.”

      When she does, I knock her knees apart and pull her roughly onto my lap. Her dress hikes up almost to her hips, the fabric whispering over her thighs, and she bites her lip. “We could go to your office,” she suggests.

      “Do you think you’ll be fucking clients in my office?”

      The pink on her cheeks is the same color her ass was when Savannah was done slapping her. I shouldn’t have given that up so casually. I’ll make up for it later. “No.”

      “It’s unlikely you’ll fuck clients here either. But this is a special case.”

      The color drains from her face. “You’re not… not here—”

      I take her face in my hand and pull her close so I can bite her lip. She shudders at the pain but doesn’t pull away. “And if I did fuck you here, what would you have to say about it? There are other ways for you to get your money. There’s a man in this room who would pay right now for the privilege. But he won’t pay as well as I do, and he won’t be as gentle.”

      “You’re not gentle.”

      “That’s right. You’re going to have to give me a better performance than this, sweetheart. Otherwise, I’ll bend you over and let him have his way with you. He would like it.”

      Her eyes meet mine, and for an instant, she looks so vulnerable, so innocent, that I almost unzip my pants and take her now, just to hear her scream. “What?”

      Brigit’s chin is so delicate in my hand.

      “We’re in the business of pleasure.” My cock wants it too. Painfully. “Not fear. Not always fear,” I amend. “There are some sick fucks who like to make women cry.”

      “Like you?”

      “You’re so ungrateful for this morning. It’s my fault.” I stroke a thumb across the line of her jaw. “I should teach you to be more grateful for what I give you.”

      “I am grateful.” Her gaze flickers over to the last of the clients, and Brigit wriggles her hips up toward mine. She must be desperate for any sense of stability. Well, she can have it. But she’ll have to pay. “Thank you.”

      A laugh escapes me. “Not even close.”

      “I’m so grateful.” She reaches for the front of my jacket, smoothing it down in tentative strokes, gentle touches. “Please. What else can I do to prove it to you?”

      “I already told you.” I slide my hand up under her dress. It’s all lace and heat between her thighs. Wet lace. Oh, she pretends, Brigit—she pretends that she doesn’t want this, but she’s like all the other women. “Show me how much you like this.”

      Show me all of it, all the shame and the guilt and the hurt and how pretty it is.

      I shove aside the lace and push two fingers into her slick hole.

      She’s so tight I have to keep my eyes locked on hers, lest they roll back in my head. Brigit fists the shoulders of my jacket and lets out a tentative moan. I know, without having to ask, that she’s never been touched like this before. A breath hisses between my teeth. A true virgin. And here she is, pretending to like the rough invasion of my fingers.

      I add another one and she clenches down on them, letting her head fall back. “Show it more,” I tell her. Casual, like she’s any other whore. She’s just one of the whores, and I don’t care. This feeling that I’m experiencing is not care. “This isn’t just for me, you know. Play your cards right, and the men in here will spread the word that you’re worth the price.”

      My heart seizes at the thought of it, and my cock heartily disagrees. It wants her for itself.

      I need her for myself.

      I twist my fingers inside of her, and she responds—God, fuck, she responds—getting wetter even as she winces.

      “This is nothing,” I hiss. “You’re not even moving your hips. Fuck my fingers.”

      She screws her hips forward as much as she can, given that her legs are spread over mine. Awkwardness flickers over her face, followed by hot embarrassment, but she keeps trying. It has to hurt, but I couldn’t stop even if I wanted to. Her pain and her grit are too delicious. “Yes,” she whispers.

      I believe her. I can fucking feel it on my fingers how she’s responding to this. Her brain might not recognize it as anything so simple as pleasure, but her body does.

      “I don’t believe you.”

      Brigit snaps her head forward, eyes locking on mine, and bites down hard on her lip. It’s like she’s trying to keep the sounds in, but she can’t, rocking her hips forward in a slow roll until my fingertips meet a barrier inside her. She wasn’t lying. She’s a virgin. A real, honest-to-fuck virgin, and I’m going to tear through it. I’m going to hurt her so she never forgets.

      My cock strains against my pants, my vision darkening at the edges. I’m on the verge of letting them all see what happens when I let my guard down. It would be the first time it’s ever happened in a room of the club, and I pull back at the last moment, my toes hanging over a plummeting drop. My father did me a fucking favor. He made sure I could hide the reality of me behind smiles and suits.

      She’s testing that resolve.

      Right. Fucking. Now.

      Breathy moans escape her, and the sound of glass on wood alerts me to the shifting energy in the room. They’re all leaned forward, watching intently, watching with heat in their eyes and money in their pockets. If Brigit were any other girl, I’d throw her to them right now. I’d take the profit.

      It would be an admission. An admission I can’t make.

      She finds herself up, higher and higher until she cries out, clapping a hand over her mouth at the last moment. The cry fuses with the air and seems to go on forever, like a ringing in my ears.

      Brigit opens her eyes. She takes her other hand from my shoulder and hooks her fingers in the front of her dress. It strikes me as shockingly intimate, even for a whorehouse—her legs slung over mine, my fingers pushed against her cherry.

      “Not good enough.”

      Her shoulders sag a little, and then she straightens up, placing her hand back on my shoulder and digging her nails through my jacket and shirt.

      I’m not a kind man.

      So I’ve put my thumb against her clit and am circling it with a soft motion that could be mistaken for gentleness.

      It’s not, and Brigit knows it for what it is, which is why it’s so fascinating to see the hitch in her breath and the way her pupils expand, pushing the green of her eyes to a thin line.

      Exhilarating to feel her tighten again on my fingers, to feel her get wetter.

      And addicting to feel the way her hips start to move in their own rhythm.

      It’s almost nothing, what I’m doing to her, but it rolls over me like a boulder, flattening all feeling into one: need.

      I pin one of her hips with my free hand and drive my fingers into her, testing the resistance. It’s a matter of inches, and I want it so much I can fucking taste it. It wrenches my heart in my chest and sends electric jolts down toward my abs and lower, to where my cock is hungry for her.

      “Don’t do this,” she breathes.

      “Do what? You’ve already come in front of all of them, like the good little slut you want to be so badly.”

      “Don’t,” she begs. “Please. Wait.”

      “No.”

      Brigit tries to inch her hips back, away from my touch, but she can’t—I’ve trapped her. And she must know, deep down, that if she’s successful, I’ll let her fall to the floor in an embarrassed heap. The men would take that as a signal. They’d be on her before I could step away.

      Her eyes go a little unfocused, moving down over my face, and this is the difference between the fake and reality—the reality is much softer. Fuck, she’ll be a pleasure to hurt. Her cheeks go red, and redder, and finally she can’t control the movement of her hips anymore. She’s fucking herself too hard, and it hurts every time my fingers make contact, but all I get out of her is tiny gasps punctuating desperate, wordless pleas.

      It takes her by surprise, in the end. Brigit screws herself down until she’s got my fingers in deep. Freezes. For a moment, she could be a sculpture—Woman in Pain or Ecstasy—and then the wave breaks over her and she comes in quick, fluttering spasms, eyes shutting, lips parted. My fingers are slick with it, heart thudding, blood a waterfall in my ears.

      I shove her off me then, wiping my fingers on my pants. She draws herself up to her full height, patting down her dress, and puts on a smile. Her fingers wriggle in a tiny wave to the men in the corner. I asked for a show, and I’m getting one, even now. Slowly, elegantly, she turns around and moves to the door.

      I’m the only one who can see the glint of tears on her cheeks.
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Brigit

        

      

    

    
      There’s someone in my room with me, someone trying hard to be quiet. My eyelids feel glued together, so it’s a struggle to open them, but once I do, an apologetic face swims into view. “Hi,” the girl whispers. She looks to be about my age, with auburn hair and freckles. “Hey, Brigit. I didn’t mean to wake you up. It’s really late—or really early.”

      I clear my throat. “Who are you?”

      “My name’s Alicia. I’m supposed to be sharing this room.” She climbs into the other bed and pulls up the sheets like they’re the most luxurious thing she’s ever touched. “Don’t worry; I’m just paying my dues.”

      “Dues?” It seems reasonable enough, but I’m exhausted. He made me come in front of a bunch of men. Future clients. But that’s not what made me cry. What made me cry is how much I liked it, in the end. How much I liked those golden eyes on my face and thick fingers stretching me. I don’t understand what’s happening in my own mind. Unsettling as hell.

      “I went away for a while,” she whispers. “It’s better here, but you can’t just waltz back into your old room. So we’re sharing. Go back to sleep.”

      I’m exhausted enough to do it. It’s better here. Better than what? I try to ask, but I’m only asking in my dreams. Alicia never hears. Eventually, I slip below the surface of dreams and into darkness. When I wake up again, she’s hovering over me, her hair in a neat twist above her head. “Hey, sleepyhead.”

      I try to burrow back beneath the blankets. It’s too early, and too much. “No. I can’t.” Another memory—the mention of a party. If the party is soon, that means there will be more training, and there’s only one logical next step. Half of me wants to march down to Zeus’s office right now and make him do it. But that would only backfire. He’d make me wait. Or worse, he’d make it public.

      She laughs, and the sound is kind. Is she a friend? “It’s time for breakfast. We slept past the maids, and I bet you’re supposed to be downstairs by now.”

      Alicia’s right. I throw back the blankets and put my feet on the floor. “I just need a minute.”

      I disappear into the shower, scrubbing the shame off my skin as best as I can, and when I turn off the water, there’s a gentle knock. “These were at the door.” Alicia’s got a stack of clothing, and she hands them to me with a smile. “They’re yours, I think.”

      They’re my size, and they were at my room, so I’ll take the chance. It’s not a maid’s uniform. I’ve at least earned this, and it gives me a thrill of pride. Soft leggings and an equally soft shirt, with sleeves that reach exactly to my wrists. It’s the kind of outfit I’d never wear if I was going outside at the height of summer. These clothes say that I’m not going outside. They’ve been perfectly matched with the coolness of the central air here. A shiver goes up my arms. There are even panties—cotton—and a matching bralette. Small tits. That’s what those men said when they looked me over.

      “You look good,” Alicia says when I come out. She’s wearing loose pants and a tank top that hugs her body, crisscrossing over her back. “How long have you been here?”

      “Two days,” I tell her. It seems like forever and not enough time. A wisp of the old fear grips me, making goose bumps rise on the back of my neck. Two days is not long enough to throw my father off my trail if he’s looking hard enough.

      “You’re new then.” Alicia looks thoughtful. “What earned you a room in the attic?”

      She’s been leading the way all the way downstairs but slows her pace while we turn corners on the main floor. I think we’ve gone the opposite way of the lounge. “Oh, I didn’t pass my inspection.”

      Her eyebrows shoot up. “You? But you’re really pretty.” She laughs to herself. “Sorry, I’m not usually like this. Just starved for conversation, I guess. It’s been a rough month. This is us.” Alicia stops at an opening in the wall. Voices float out from inside, and I take one more step to get the full view.

      A dining room.

      It reminds me of a hotel dining room, only a thousand times nicer. It’s bright and open, with white tables, and chairs large enough to tuck your legs up into while you eat. Several of the girls are sitting like that, talking over tea and toast. It’s beautiful. I’m drawn into it, lost in the clink of silverware on china and the gentle rise and fall of conversation. The first step inside the room seems like a given.

      Until it doesn’t.

      Heads turn, the conversation cutting off like someone’s flipped off the volume.

      They were talking about me.

      My heart skips a beat, face heating. I kept my head down in high school for reasons just like this. There’s nothing worse than walking into a room and knowing everyone was talking about you.

      Fine… there are worse things. But the burn in my cheeks and the embarrassed twist in my stomach feels like the worst right now.

      “Come on,” Alicia says, her own voice dropping. “Let’s sit down.”

      “Okay.” I can keep a straight face. I can act like nothing’s wrong—most days. But today, I’m sore, my soul raw, and everything seems exaggerated. I catch Savannah watching me from the corner of the room, eyes narrowed. She’ll know what happened in the lounge. Everyone will know. He did it that way on purpose.

      Mean.

      We take a small table in the corner, one with plenty of sunlight and a pot of hot water already waiting. Alicia takes another tin and lifts out two tea infusers in the shape of poppies. She drops one in each of our mugs and pours the water over it, steam curling in the air above the lids. It gives me something to focus on.

      A woman in a white apron approaches with plates. I had no idea how hungry I was until this moment. When was the last time I ate? Breakfast yesterday, with the maids. A horrified shock freezes me in place. I should be with the maids. He didn’t say to eat in the dining room.

      “I think you’re good,” says Alicia in a soft voice. “He sent you clothes.”

      I meet her eyes, face gone cold with fear. “How do you know that’s what he meant?”

      She shrugs. “If he didn’t want you here, he’d have had one of his people stop you at the door.” It takes twisting around in my seat to see what she’s talking about. I didn’t notice him before, the man in black; he hovers near the entrance, almost part of the decor. “A place like this needs a lot of security,” Alicia comments. “I think they’re meant to be part of the background.”

      “They’re doing a good job.” I stir my tea with shaking hands. If I had a plan at all, other than run, then it was to be unobtrusive. Stand out only enough to get what I need. So far, it’s been a disaster. Four spoonsful of sugar in my tea, and I’ve steadied myself enough to look at my plate. My stomach growls.

      Even the food is beautiful. Yellow, fluffy eggs nestle up next to perfectly browned toast. A small cup of jam decorates the side of the plate. Three neat strips of bacon balance next to crisp potatoes. Alicia is already digging in. She closes her eyes with her first bite, tipping her head back, and I look away. I tried that move last night. Zeus didn’t believe it.

      And then…

      And then…

      Then he saw the real thing.

      I push it out of my mind. I can’t eat with him crowding my brain, his voice low and sensual in my ear. That laugh. I crave it like I crave food, which is possibly the most fucked-up part of this entire situation. It sounds so real. Like he’s been laughing in the middle of hell all his life.

      Maybe he has.

      I only heard enough about him to know how to find his whorehouse. If I’d known it would be like this…

      I might still have come. That’s the terrible truth. I might still be here, pretending to orgasm while I’m splayed out on his lap in front of a group of other men.

      Eggs. I focus on the eggs.

      The oppressive silence in the room closes in, making me feel like I’m in a play about eating breakfast. The buttery toast makes no impact, and I oversalt the eggs to give myself something to do.

      The rustling comes first, like wind in a grassy field, and then one of the girls sitting nearby turns around and looks at me with the kind of frank assessment I should be used to by now. “How did you do it?”

      I chew a bite of toast and swallow it, aware of every tiny movement of my face. Look cool. Look normal. Look like this is not a big deal. Try to forget that these women surrounded you in a spa yesterday and watched you get waxed. “Do what?”

      “Make Zeus like you.”

      Savannah scoffs, rolling her eyes. “He doesn’t like Brigit.” Her voice is poisoned honey. “He feels sorry for her. Everyone knows he favors me, if anyone.”

      I take another bite of toast and remain silent. Men will like you better if you’re silent. What about women? I don’t think it matters now. They’re all going to hate me for what he did.

      What he’s still doing.

      There’s a crackle of tension in the air. I stick my fork into some eggs. They’re way too salty. I eat them anyway. I’ll be grateful. If I can hang on long enough….

      Conversation starts up on the opposite side of the room. The girls farthest away lose interest. “What happened with Zeus?” Alicia directs the question to me in a low voice.

      I think of his hand on my hip and his fingers inside me. Reya watching. Men watching. The pleasure that wrapped itself around my hips and pulled until I had to give in. “I’ll tell you some other time.”

      I pretend to be absorbed in the food while Alicia tells me about the house she used to live in. The neighborhood is close to my father’s. “Evicted,” she said, and I ask the right questions to dodge any more questions about myself.

      It’s several minutes before I look up from my plate.

      Savannah’s still watching, eyes dark with hate.
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Zeus

        

      

    

    
      The police station makes me feel vaguely ill. Oh, they’ve done their best to dress it up. Some modern architect came in a few years back, razed the original structure to the ground, and replaced it with a multilevel monstrosity that’s pretending to be a sunlit homage to the concept of putting people behind bars.

      In my opinion, it’s better to kill a person.

      The last time I was here, they brought me through the back in handcuffs. The architect thought of everything. Of course, they couldn’t just do away with the county jail. It’s simply hidden now, where it doesn’t detract from the shining justice displayed up front. I check myself in the reflection. I look utterly calm, bordering on pleased. They’ll never know how badly I want to destroy the bulletproof glass with bare hands and burn whatever’s left when I’m finished.

      I’ve never been fond of police. My brother, Hades, knew that when he brought an oversized SWAT team with him to Olympus. The smirk on that motherfucker’s face still makes me want to kill him. But it was the furious grief the second time he visited that sliced into me. Razor-sharp jealousy cut up everything in its path. He owes me, but he would never admit it. Our young adulthood was not nearly as straightforward as he thinks it was.

      And as for his little police raid—such retaliation. All I did was briefly take possession of his favorite new toy. She would have had a perfectly nice time. He never listens to me when I’m telling him he’s made a mistake.

      Fucker.

      I’ve been staring at my own reflection too long, so I pretend to take a call then go in the door with confidence. The woman at the desk stares, blushing, and waves me through. The chief of police has his office at the top of the building, up a flight of stairs and across a bullpen of people at desks. I get a lot of wide-eyed looks. It’s like they’ve never seen a quality suit before. Judging by their uniforms, they haven’t.

      Xavier Morris wants me to see him behind his desk, so he stays seated for far longer than is polite. For the moment, we’re on relatively even footing. He could make my life difficult, if he wanted. He’s in his forties and graying, though he’s managed to avoid the paunch so many of his fellow officers seem to attract. He’s miscalculated, however, because staying in his chair means I get to loom over him. Which I do. Mine is the harder grip when we shake hands. I’m still taller, even sitting, and he hates it.

      “Zeus.” Morris puffs up his chest, folding his hands on the desk. “I hope you’re here with an invitation.”

      I pat my pockets and come up with a neatly folded stack of bills. “Is this the one you were looking for?”

      “Ah, yes.” He sweeps his hand over the money and stuffs it in a pocket. The man is corrupt as fuck. It’s why it was so easy to walk out of here when Hades decided to lose his mind and why it’s so difficult to shake them completely. “Does my invitation cover extras?”

      “A few,” I warn him. “I can’t have law enforcement overrunning the party. There are deals to be made.”

      He levels his gaze at me. “I would think the most important one is our deal.”

      “Of course it is, Xavier.” He also hates when I call him by his first name. “I would never prioritize anyone above you.”

      He taps his temple. “I’m still watching you, after that incident at your place. I’m expecting the party to make up for my troubles.”

      His troubles involved falsifying some reports to the Feds and accepting bribes. That doesn’t mean he can run roughshod over my establishment. “You’ll enjoy yourself plenty at the party.” I plant an elbow on the arm of the chair. “But the rules remain the rules.”

      Morris pouts. “The rules are the antithesis of a good party.” He’s proud of that one. “It puts a damper on a man’s evening when you let the girls pick and choose.”

      “If you want me to change my policies, then you shouldn’t be so fucking brutal.” And they are—the police are the worst clients, the ones who only the most desperate girls want to take on. They’re particularly nasty when they’ve had an uneventful day. The things I’ve prevented are beyond the pale, even for a man like me. “It’s not good for business when your men damage the merchandise.”

      He puts an offended hand to his chest then thinks better of it. “Most of them will be on shift. The city’s hot.”

      Morris doesn’t mean the weather. There’s a feeling in the streets that’s like a lightning storm about to crack through the sky. The men who guard the outside of Olympus have been telling me about fights on the corners and brawls at bars. Shadowy house fires on targeted streets. The tiff I had with Hades has had ripple effects. Shut down the train for a few days, and everything falls to pieces. I’m at the top of the ecosystem here, but the bottom is crumbling. Each fistfight is a bubble in a pot about to boil.

      “I’m sure you’ll have it under control.”

      He looks away, letting out a short sigh. “Your brother is running the trains again.”

      “I’m running the trains.”

      “And Poseidon is back outside city limits?”

      I let out a conspiratorial laugh. “Do you think I keep the man in my pocket? He does what he will.”

      “There’s a tipping point,” says Morris, eyes searching mine. “You know that.”

      “Poseidon isn’t going to bother anyone.” This is as empty a promise as I’ve ever made. Nobody can control him, least of all me. It was a stroke of dumb luck that Hades got him to move against me. They must have bartered. I’ll never know. “Things will settle down.”

      “Better happen soon.” He fiddles with a pen on his desk. Morris’s cracks are showing. He prefers regular, run-of-the-mill crime—crime he can extort bribes from without anyone being the wiser. Something more is happening out in the city. I make a mental note to send some people looking for what it is. “My men are overextended. They need a break.”

      “We’ll do our best to supply it.”

      “Your best?”

      “Want to be wined and dined, Xavier? It can be arranged.” This is several steps down from what men like Xavier Morris want out of Olympus, but I’m anchoring him. He’ll agree, in the end, because one of his secret fears is that I’ll bar him from the whorehouse entirely.

      He considers it. “It’s been a difficult month.”

      “Then let me know when you’re stopping by next. I’ll have the chef tend to you.”

      Morris’s eyes light up. The chef is not my real chef, but one of the girls who likes a bit of role play. She’s one of his favorites, and she’s been at Olympus long enough that there’s not much she’ll say no to. “Good. That’s very good.”

      I give him a few heartbeats with his fantasy before I lean in. “There’s something else.”

      This, Morris finds even more interesting than the prospect of a naked woman serving him food in one of the private back rooms. “What is it, Zeus?”

      “I need your help.” I say it with just enough humility to convince Morris that there’s no other way. A certain amount of worry in my eyes sells it. “I have a new girl at Olympus.”

      “Oh, I know.” He taps his fingertips together, and a sick chill shivers down my spine. “Brigit. I’ve heard all about her.”

      I didn’t recognize any of his men in the lounge last night. Word spreads fast in the city, and faster in its underbelly, but it’s only been a matter of hours since I made her come on my fingers like the little slut she is for me. I didn’t take note of any of them, but was I looking very carefully? No. I was concentrating on her. I can’t make that mistake again. “I need some information about her.”

      “A background check?”

      “Yes.”

      “Why?” Morris is the one leaning in now, practically licking his lips. “Are you using her for something specific?”

      Me. For me. “There are things that would be useful to know. She arrived under unusual circumstances.”

      The cardigan, for one. And now that the cardigan’s off, she’s still hiding, still hedging. I don’t know anything about her, other than what her eyes look like when she orgasms and what her pussy feels like around my fingers and on my lips.

      “I’d like to propose a trade.” Morris is so fucking jovial that I could kill him. “I’ll look into her if I can fuck her tomorrow night.”

      “No.” Too quick—it’s a dead giveaway, but I cover it with a smile and a shake of my head. My blood burns through my veins, tensing my hands and blocking out reason. “She’s not ready. She won’t be ready until the party, at least.”

      His eyes narrow. “Savannah, then.”

      A bargain—one for the other. Savannah always refuses him. Always. She’s never once taken him to her room. Twice, she’s brought me drinks and begged for me to step in.

      But Morris is the fastest way to get information about Brigit. I have people in the city, but they tend to clash with Hades’s men. I don’t want another entanglement with him. Not when our arrangement is so tenuous. Not when Demeter, our foster sister, has gone dark at her house and is rumored to be up to her old tricks. It’s fucked, but the quiet way to do this is to go through Morris. Keep it in-house.

      I stand up again, and this time he scrambles to his feet to shake my hand. He takes down Brigit’s name and her neighborhood, which is all the information I have. “I’ll make Savannah amenable.”
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      There are too many pieces in motion.

      They rearrange themselves on a chessboard in my mind on the way back from the police station. The city, on the verge of coming apart. Xavier Morris, who wants Brigit. The line of men Reya has in her notebook. They turn around and around until there’s nothing but paranoia left. I shouldn’t have gone to the police station. Brigit has been defenseless without me all this time.

      And if someone else touches her….

      I’m feverish with anger by the time the car lets me out at the front. That fucker. Even asking me about touching her, as if his men didn’t tell him she’s mine. If she isn’t mine now, then she will be… just as soon as I find her.

      They could be connected.

      Things started tearing at the seams when I shut down the trains. Hades nearly killed me with my own window. And then Brigit appeared. There are invisible threads running between all these things; I’m fucking sure of it.

      I’m equally sure that something happened while I was out. I try to shake off the rage, but it clings to my skin. I hate it. It clouds my mind and makes it difficult to see what’s coming. In my father’s house, there was no room for rage, only the performance of it. This is real.

      It spiders out over my skin and takes residence in my spine like a cancer, like a thirst that can only be slaked one way.

      The truth—a memory. More than one memory, stacked like cards. One after the other. Cronos would make me feel this way; he would drive me to the very edge, and then we would visit a brothel. He only had to help me the first time. The test, he would say, is to hide it so well afterward that no one will ever suspect you. I learned to pass his fucking tests.

      And now I’m failing it.

      I thunder through the whorehouse, searching for her. It’s after lunch, and the dining room is clear. A pit at the bottom of my stomach spins stories about the quiet. One of my staff sees me coming and disappears.

      I shouldn’t have gone.

      The spa. Yes.

      I throw open the door so hard the glass shakes but doesn’t shatter. “Brigit!”

      She stands up at the other end of the room, face white. In the frozen silence of the room, I swear I can hear her breathing. Relief goes out like the tide, and bloodlust rushes in. “You don’t have to shout,” she manages.

      I laugh out loud. The funniest fucking thing I’ve ever heard. “You’re done here.”

      Eyes follow the volley of our conversation. “My mascara isn’t dry.”

      She catches my eyes, and the thought that fills my mind must make it to her, because she lays down her mascara wand with infinite gentleness and hurries for the door. It was that or drag her out by her hair. Good decision.

      We go out of the spa and to my private elevator, which waits for me on the first floor. A proximity sensor on my phone makes the door slide open for us, and I lead her in. The door slides shut. Brigit’s breathing quickens. She’s right to be nervous, rubbing at her thumb like that. Is it me or the elevator or both? I probably won’t find out. These obsessions never last long. They can’t, because they can consume a person.

      On the top floor, the elevator lets us off directly into my rooms, which take up the entire penthouse level. Brigit sucks in a breath. “This is where you live?”

      “What did you expect, a whore’s bedroom?” When I bought the building, I had the whole thing gutted. Nothing my father ever touched exists anymore. It’s all been destroyed. Burned. The only remaining piece of his influence is me, and I can feel it at the core of myself, threatening to surface. “We’re going this way.”

      Brigit follows, as obedient as I’ve ever seen her. Wherever she came from, it wasn’t a place like this—all white, with sleek, dark furniture. The farmhouse I grew up in was all peeling paint, a pretense of homey shabbiness, and fuck that. Everything here is clean. It makes for good contrast to the monstrosity of my soul. In the city, empty spaces are the most luxurious. They also have the benefit of making it easy to see if something is lurking. There are very few shadows here. Only my paintings, and a few other objects. No clutter, no dark spaces.

      Which will make it easier to see when I break her.

      A switch on the wall opens the blinds to their full extent, letting in the maximum daylight. Brigit shields her eyes with her hand. “Does it have to be so bright?”

      “Yes. I want to see what you look like when you’re performing for me.”

      She drops her hand. “Again?”

      “Again. Only this time, it’s going to hurt a lot more.” I put a hand around her neck, letting my thumb wander up to the underside of her chin and tipping her head back. “Some men like a scared little rabbit in the bedroom. That’s fine. You’ve already proven that you can come while you’re being finger-fucked. Show me how much pleasure you get out of a thick cock splitting you in two.”

      She swallows, and this time it nearly undoes me. “And if I don’t... have any pleasure?”

      “Then you won’t pass your inspection. And if you’ve wasted my time, then you’ll owe me for it.”

      Her eyes widen. “I don’t have any money. You know that.”

      “Then I’ll extract payment in whatever way I see fit.” Something about her eyes tears off the last of the façade I’m always wearing like a mask. I’m more of a monster with every second I touch her.

      And I’m not going to stop myself.

      The reality of this seems to sink in. Fingers were a fucking walk in the park.

      “What do I do?” she whispers.

      I unbutton my jacket and fling it over a chair, then the cuffs of my sleeves, and then I roll them up so they’re out of my way. “Impress me.”

      “But what if—” Her sentence dissolves into whimpers as I twist my hands into her perfect hair and drag her across the floor to my bed. Yes. I’ve spent every moment since I first saw her waiting to do this, and now the door is locked behind us and there are no witnesses. It makes my blood heat to throw her onto the covers and turn her over, shoving her hands up above her head. I’ve successfully torn away her pretense too. She’s panting, wide-eyed, gorgeous. “Please—”

      “Please what?” I snap. “Did you come here for candles and flowers, or did you come here because you wanted to be a whore?”

      Tears glint at the corners of her eyes. “Because I wanted to be a whore,” she admits in a clear voice.

      My cock has been aching for hours, and now a drop of precum leaks out against my boxers. No turning back now. “And now look at you.” I put both hands at the neckline of her dress and tear it in two. The delicate lace underneath is another invitation to destroy, so I do. The fabric coming away leaves red marks on her skin.

      A pressure grows behind my ribcage. It’s something deeper than want. More animal. And if I let myself feel it for Brigit, she won’t survive. So instead of letting it free, I lean down and bite one of her breasts. She gasps then pinches her lips shut.

      “I said impress me. Show me how much you love this.”

      “I…” I take her nipple in my teeth and increase the pressure by increments until she’s squirming, trying to get away. “I can’t.”

      “Fake it,” I growl into her ear. “You said you weren’t naïve, sweetheart. Show me you’re not.”

      Her moan this time is tinged with fear, and I reward her for it by teasing her other nipple with my teeth until the sound is very nearly authentic, a delicious cross between pain and pleasure. Brigit has her thighs clamped tight. She’s no match for me. I spread them open and deliver a slap to her thighs. Another gasp, another moan. I’m dying to fuck her. I’m so hard it hurts. Every move I make scrapes the sensitive head of my cock against fabric in a torturous tease. I bite her shoulder next, then taste the inside of her wrist.

      Fingers between her legs confirm what I suspected from the way she’s writhing on the bed.

      Brigit is very, very wet.

      I drag two fingers through her juices and push them into her mouth. She tries to say something around them, but all I can feel is the rough slide of her tongue and the drag of her breath. “Make me believe it.”

      She’s still trying to argue—or beg, I don’t fucking care, and I care too much—so I shove the fingers back until she gags. And that—that—is what coaxes another moan out of her. I feel it from the tips of my fingers to the tips of my toes, nerves lighting up every inch of the way. I haven’t been this alive since my head went through that window. I haven’t been this close to dying either. Circuit overload. Brigit gets into it, sucking harder on my fingers while she thrusts her hips up into the air. Her moan breaks apart, and something inside me snaps too.

      My vision goes dark around the edges, the beat of my heart drowning out everything except the panting whimper she’s making. I pull my fingers out of her mouth unceremoniously so they’re not blocking the sound. Real, fake—it doesn’t matter anymore.

      I believe it.

      I reach for my zipper and shove layers of fabric out of the way, and then I shove her out of the way, pinning her back on the bed and pushing her legs up toward her chest. Brigit’s still making little noises, still trying her very best, and I can’t see anything but how glistening she is. How fucking perfect and pretty. How ready she is to be destroyed.

      She’s helpless in my hands, and I edge myself against her opening. Brigit blushes again, pink reaching all the way down to her belly button. I enter her with a vicious thrust. Ah, fuck, but she’s a fighter to the last, and her body resists me. It takes another to break through, and the hot rush of her virgin blood calls to my worst impulses.

      I fuck her like she’s prey, trapped under the weight of me, lost in the unbelievable tightness of her and the gripping, primal glide of flesh on slick flesh. A flash of green, the color of her eyes, begs for red. I reach between us and find some on my fingertips then trace a jagged path between her breasts. She’s breathing fast, hard, air forced out every time I take her again. I trace the line of her jaw, the front of her throat. “I don’t believe you,” I tell her. “I don’t fucking believe you.”

      She cries out, trying and failing to keep her hands above her head, and Brigit wraps her small hands around my wrist. It’s like she’s trying to help me, and that sets off lust like a bomb. It has to be hurting her, fucking her this roughly, with this much abandon, and nothing can stop me. Even Brigit isn’t pushing me away. She’s pulling in, her hands tight on my wrist, her body begging.

      I give her what she wants.

      She disappears into herself, panting, those sharp little breaths that give her away. This is worse than performing. This is what she hated so much in the lounge.

      I don’t let her stop.

      I take my hand away and thread it through her hair again, pulling tight enough to bring more tears to her eyes. Her hips work against mine, coating us both in her blood and her desire, and I’m a fucking animal, biting her, fucking her with deep thrusts and pulls that make her moans pitch higher and higher until it’s time.

      Her eyes fly open at the shift in my hand, trying to follow it—but she can’t because of the frankly obscene way I have her pinned on the bed. She jumps when my knuckles make contact with her clit. Jumps again, then freezes.

      I trace a slow circle on her swollen nub, then another, stroking so deep with my cock I bottom out. “No,” she manages. “Not again, please not again, don’t make me like this—”

      “Yes.”

      A twist of my hand and I get the pad of my thumb there. The lightest possible pressure. Relentless circles. And my newest little whore can’t help herself. Her hips rock up into my touch, even though it hurts her. Her moans become something else entirely, something low and raw and more panicked by the second. This is what she didn’t count on. It’s confusing. Humiliating. I won’t stop until it happens.

      Brigit puts a knuckle to her teeth, and I bat her hand away, pinning her arm above her head while the other hand scrabbles for purchase on the comforter. Her hips jerk out of rhythm, and she tightens around my cock—impossible, it should be impossible—and then she comes in a wash of heat and a cry that is so pure it almost kills me.

      Instead of dying, I empty myself into her with abandon.

      It’s the first release in years that’s given me anything, and I reward Brigit for it by forcing her to come on my cock a second time. This one’s tougher—she fights me on it, trying to get my hands away from oversensitive skin. I make sure she hears me laughing while the pleasure builds. “Make me believe it,” I whisper into her ear.

      She comes hard, gritting her teeth, giving in.

      When I’m finished with her, I pull out and drag my cock across her legs, marking her again. Brigit gets herself up onto her knees, and I realize it’s because she’s preparing for what’s next. She’s not going to be caught lying down.

      I can’t let her believe her own delusion. On her knees or not, she’s mine.

      Brigit doesn’t flinch when I edge closer, and not when I wrap a hand around the back of her neck. Not when I test between her legs with two fingers, though she hisses with pain. I use those fingers to play at her newly fucked entrance and put my thumb to her clit again. Such a good girl. She must truly need the money. Her legs shake, but she keeps them apart while I bring her to a third, ragged orgasm, fucking her casually with my fingers until she leans her forehead into my shoulder, her fingernails carving crescents in my arms, and comes. Brigit rides the high as best she can—it hurts; it’s good.

      When it’s done, she bursts into tears, still holding on to me.
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Brigit

        

      

    

    
      It’s over, and I don’t know why I’m crying. The release, maybe. Or the pain. Or the foolish agony of it being over at all. I push myself away from Zeus’s hard body and search for the edge of the bed. I get my feet on solid ground to the sound of him zipping his pants. A hand moves around the back of my neck, and for an aching heartbeat, I think he might pull me in and hug me.

      The thought is laughable a moment later as he’s walking me to the door, naked and bloody, like he’s turned me inside out. It’s so clean in here, so white, and I can only hope I’m not getting anything dirty. As if it matters—he could replace it all. Burn down the building and start again.

      At the elevator, he pulls me up onto my tiptoes, stretching me out. I gasp with it, but he cuts it off with a hard, desolate kiss.

      And then he pushes me into the elevator.

      “No.” I’m buzzing, humming, detached from the floor, and I can’t let go of the wall or else I’ll fall over. I’m weak in the knees. Weak in the body. Weak in the soul. This is not how it’s supposed to go when you lose your virginity to a beautiful man. Zeus unrolls one of the cuffs of his shirt and tugs it back down into place, watching me like I’m a living art exhibit. “I don’t have any clothes, please—”

      The door shuts on his impassive expression.

      I lurch for the buttons, stabbing them one by one with my thumb, but none of them do anything. Oh my God. He’s sent me down in an elevator to where—to the first floor? What am I supposed to do, run for the stairs and hope nobody sees me? There are people down there. Savannah is down there. She’ll know. Everyone will know. My stomach drops faster than the descent of the elevator. I’d scream, but there’s no point.

      It comes to a halt before I’m ready, on the second floor, and I back up against the wall and pray nobody’s there when the door opens. Prayer has been useless to me up until now, but if there’s ever a moment for a higher power—higher than Zeus—this is it.

      The door opens.

      “Come here,” says Reya. She holds out a big, fluffy robe, and I realize I’m still crying, tears tracking down my cheeks. She bundles me off the elevator and down a series of turns. “He’ll want you dressed for dinner.” Her tone is mildly reprimanding. I can’t tell if it’s me or Zeus she’s scolding.

      “Dinner?”

      That can’t be right. I’m only good for pulling the blankets over my head and blocking out this day.

      And... something else.

      There’s a tug beneath my belly button, a glow of desire. It makes another sob catch in my throat. How could he?

      How could he stop?

      Reya rubs briskly at my back as we walk. “Your hair still looks fine,” she murmurs, assessing. “Makeup, not so much. What a waste of mascara. But I can make it look like you were never crying. Come on, this way. There’s another space we can use.”

      I keep waiting for it, all the way down to a smaller version of the spa, with one salon chair and a more limited selection of makeup. I wait for her to say it while she hands me clean clothes and shuts me into a bathroom. While she fixes the fall of my hair. While she makes delicate sweeps of eyeshadow on my eyelids.

      I wait for it, but Reya never says that it will be all right.
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Zeus

        

      

    

    
      There is bookkeeping to be done tonight.

      Savannah needs a bonus in case Morris really does show up here tomorrow. I doubt he will. He likes a spectacle, and if he can go off with Savannah in front of his men, it will be all the better for him. I’ll have to pay her now and after. Once for her fury and once for her tears. Then we’ll be even.

      I hesitate over the ledger on the next line.

      Technically, Brigit owes me. And here I am, trying to come up with adequate compensation for what I’ve taken from her.

      Which is everything.

      And I want more of it.

      Fuck, I want more of it. I toss the pen down and close my eyes against the afternoon light. It’s been two hours since I took her in my bed, and I’m so hungry for her that the emptiness grates with every breath. I’m not going to make it through dinner and this evening if I don’t calm the fuck down.

      Foolish.

      I abandon the ledger on my desk and shut myself in the attached bathroom. I’m too hard to ignore it any longer, the skin stretched tight over my thickness, and unzipping my pants and freeing my cock only gives me the slightest relief. A little more when I take it in my fist. The most when I pump myself to release in five desperate strokes. It’s still not enough, but it will have to do.

      When I go back out, Reya is waiting with a manila envelope in her arms. “Zeus,” she says.

      “Is that from the police station?”

      She watches me, wary, as if we haven’t known each other for years. “It is.”

      Reya’s waiting for me to ask about Brigit. I’m not fucking asking. If I say her name right now, I won’t be able to bear being away from her until dinner. I doubt she could handle more of me right now. I doubt I’d care. “Give it.”

      She hands over the envelope, and I tear into it. Reya waits a minute longer, and when I don’t say anything, she leaves without another word. I’m not particularly invested in whether she’s angry with me or not. Her emotions have nothing to do with Brigit and my plans for her.

      The contents of the envelope include a stapled packet of papers topped with a photo of Brigit. The photo is as arresting as she was the first time I saw her, and my heart stops to see it. It was taken from outside the window of a restaurant. Brigit sits at a table, her hands in her lap. She wears a smile I recognize as fake, forced. Part of her face is obscured by the head of the man she’s sitting with.

      I flip it over, but there’s nothing written on the back. The explanation had better be in the report.

      I skim the cover page, which is mostly details that don’t matter—her eye color. Her height. Last known address.

      Her last name.

      That name matters less and less to me with every hour that passes. She’s mine. Her father’s last name has no impact. There’s almost nothing about him here. I flip to the next page.

      That’s when the words tip over and slide along the document, changing places until I shake it to get them to make any sort of sense.

      Betrothed, it says. That’s a fucking strange way to describe it. I read over it again. Is this a fucking prank from the turn of the century? It’s not—there’s Xavier’s signature, right there at the bottom. Reported missing after engagement. Uncle/fiancé is John Lowell.

      Fuck.

      I know that name.

      He’s not just some lowlife off the street; he’s a fucking judge. He presided over my arraignment the night Hades sent the law to Olympus. And he, like Xavier, is a corrupt motherfucker and frequent client of Olympus.

      He’s on the invite list for the party.

      I flip the packet closed and put it back in the envelope then shove all of it into the locking cabinet in my desk. What the ever-loving fuck. I wasn’t just being paranoid about leaving her here then. I was fucking right. Men like that have people everywhere in the city. I know, because I am one.

      Betrothed. To her own uncle. Cancelling the invitation isn’t an option. Things are too tenuous in the city. He is too corrupt.

      “Reya.”

      She hasn’t gone far, because she never does. “Yes?”

      “Bring Brigit for dinner.”

      “She’ll be right down.”

      A pause. “What?”

      “Nothing.” She disappears, and I go to the dining room and use the opportunity to scan the streets below for any sign that more trouble is approaching Olympus. There’s nothing. It means nothing. It certainly doesn’t mean safety. Nothing ever does.

      Brigit’s reflection appears in the window. She stands proudly at the door, but it’s an effect that wavers; one moment, her chin is held high, and the next, she bites at her lip. A struggle. I wait for a twist of guilt for what I did to her earlier, but none comes. Looking at the ghost of her in the glass only makes me want to do it all over again. Every day, if possible.

      “You didn’t tell me about your family,” I tell her reflection.

      Instead of startling, she moves into the dining room. Someone—Reya, probably—has dressed her in blush pink and done her makeup in soft shades. Looking at her head-on, it’s obvious I was rough with her by the way she moves. She’s doing well at hiding it. “My family has nothing to do with this.” Brigit stops by her seat and looks me in the eye.

      It takes a beat to realize she’s waiting for me to pull her chair out for her. This little whore is determined to force me into being a gentleman, even now. I should bite her for it. Punish her. But I bet she’s anticipating that too. So I take my time with the chair then spread her napkin across her lap for her. The slightest pressure on the tops of her thighs makes her respond to me.

      Two can play this game.

      “Don’t be coy.” I sit down across from her and pick up the bottle of wine I chose after I made her leave my room. “They’ll be looking for you. A broken engagement? I didn’t expect that out of you.”

      “What does anyone expect out of anyone?” Brigit watches the wine hit the bottom of the glass but doesn’t reach for it until I put it in front of her.

      “It costs me more, you know.”

      She sips her wine. “What does?”

      “Putting my business at risk.”

      Brigit straightens up, her hand tightening around the base of the glass. “I didn’t leave a note, if that’s what you’re suggesting. Nobody knows I came here.”

      I laugh at her for that. “Sweetheart, everyone knows you came here. It’s only a matter of time before your uncle comes looking.” Time is short, if he shows up to the party.

      Her pulse hammers at the side of her neck, visible to me from across the table. “How?”

      “Women come and go. So do rumors. And there are rumors in the city of a brand-new plaything.”

      She swallows hard. “I hate to get everyone’s hopes up.” Brigit’s face has gone pale, setting off the pink of her dress. Genuine fear flickers through her eyes. Unlike when she’s with me, there’s no forbidden edge of desire. I couldn’t wrench it out of her if I tried.

      “There are things to be done.”

      “I know.” She meets my eyes, defiant still. “I’ll bend over the table if that’s what this is about.” A tremble in her voice gives her away. “But I thought we were here for dinner.”

      “About your uncle,” I insist, and I’m not fond of how I feel—slightly desperate. Off-balance. Like fucking her might be the only way to bring us back into alignment. “There are things to be done about him.” I keep it conversational. Fucking casual, though it’s the least causal thing I have ever discussed with Brigit. “I could take care of the situation.”

      The woman who bled for me earlier, who took the pain into herself and only cried when I took pleasure from her by force, takes another measured sip of wine. “I’m sure you could do anything, if you wanted.”

      “Make your request then.” Can she feel the wall against her back, how there’s no more give? If I don’t take matters into my own hands, then she—and my business—will be in danger as long as her family is involved.

      “Just don’t let them in.”

      I want to laugh. I thought she might propose, the brazen thing. “They’re not invited to dinner.”

      “I just don’t know if I could live through it if they came here right now,” Brigit continues. “I’m still so sore. That would be the worst part, I think.”

      “Come here.” Her eyes open wider, but she comes, bringing her wine with her. As soon as I can reach her I put my hands around her waist and lift her, putting her up on the dinner table where my plate will be as soon as I’m finished. I fold her dress back carefully, like a fucking napkin.

      “What are you doing?”

      “How will you eat if your pussy hurts?” Her panties are pretty, and then they’re nothing—ripped in two and slipped into my pocket.

      Brigit spreads her legs for me like I’ve already given her the order, her wine glass to her lips. I reward her with a kiss on the inside of her thigh, then another, an inch higher. Then another. She lets out a hiss against her glass.

      One of my staff comes in with the plates.

      She freezes, but I don’t. I keep kissing up the inside of her thigh. Brigit’s covered, barely, by her dress.

      “You can put those on the other side of the table,” I tell the man with the plates, who is completely unfazed. Not so for Brigit. “We’ll move them when we’re ready.”

      I brush my lips over her clit, then press a kiss to it. Another. Another. A lick. Brigit arches back, silent, while the plates meet the linen tablecloth. While the waiter arranges them just so. He goes back for a pitcher of water and fills our glasses while I suck her skin, soothing it with my tongue. Ice clinks in the glasses.

      Her thighs are shaking by the time the waiter leaves. “You’re horrible,” she whispers, red-faced, eyes bright.

      “But you feel so much better now, don’t you?” I close her legs and pull her dress down, then put her back on the floor. She goes back to her seat on unsteady legs. I wait for her complaint. I wait for no.

      “Yes.” Brigit finishes her wine and puts the glass delicately on the table. “So much better.”
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Brigit

        

      

    

    
      I’ve been up all night. Most of the night. When I was awake, I spent all my time waiting for my uncle—and probably my father—to burst into the room and take me back to the house. Or the courtroom. They want a ring on my finger and a marriage contract signed. It’s a sick trade, and they can’t make it without me.

      When I slept, I dreamed it was happening. Over and over. More than once, Zeus sat to the side of the proceedings, watching with empty golden eyes no matter how much I pleaded and begged.

      “It’s toast,” says Alicia.

      We’re in the dining room, sitting at the corner table, and I’m not putting on a very good show. It occurs to me that I’ve been watching butter melt into a slice of toast for way too long. “I know.” I pick it up and take a bite, but the bread feels too dry. The stakes are too high to eat toast in a patch of sunlight. “I don’t feel very well.”

      “I can help with that.” Savannah’s voice scares the shit out of me, and my hand flies to my chest. Another outfit was delivered this morning—the same things as yesterday, only this time the shirt is wine-colored, and the leggings are black. I don’t know what to make of the outfits. He could give them to me all at once, but it’s like Zeus wants me to wonder if he’s forgotten about me every single morning.

      I haven’t forgotten about him.

      “I’m sure it’ll be fine,” I tell her. Savannah’s face swings into view, her hair making a curtain between us and the rest of the room. “Where did you even come from?”

      “I heard what you said.” She flips her blonde hair over her shoulder. “I know the perfect tea to perk you up.” Savannah pats my hand, and I jerk mine away. What the hell is she doing? “Stay here, and I’ll go get it.”

      Alicia’s been done eating for ten minutes, and she looks from the retreating Savannah back to me. “I was going to go upstairs, but now I think I’d better stay.”

      “It’s tea.” I’m not reassured by my own words, but Alicia doesn’t have to babysit me. I didn’t come here to be everyone’s problem. “I’ll see you in a few minutes.”

      “Are you sure?”

      I’m not. “Of course I’m sure.”

      Alicia goes reluctantly, while Savannah hovers over the marble countertop set into one wall. A teapot flashes in the light. A wisp of steam rises above her head. Her wrist rises and falls, almost like she’s conducting an orchestra. She’s steeping tea. Maybe it’s for the best. I feel so off this morning, so unsteady, and I’m going to be worthless if I don’t get myself together.

      I don’t have time to be worthless.

      It feels wrong, and terrible, to be rushing into selling myself. But if I’m ever going to get to Saint-Gaultier—to the airport, even—then I have to do it soon. At this party.

      I have to pass inspection.

      Most of me is still sore from yesterday, and the pain hasn’t only settled between my legs. I saw something yesterday, in Zeus’s eyes. I heard it in his voice when he stormed into the spa. I don’t know what it was. The memory folds itself open and closed like an origami bird, never revealing all its folds. But he is a locked door, and I’m never going to be the key.

      Lovesick. The word floats into my mind and takes root. I try to rip it out. Too absurd. I’m not falling in love with that cruel, beautiful man. It’s only the circumstances. It’s only the fact that I came here to be a whore that’s making everything seem breathless but alive.

      I’ve never been so close to death before, so close to danger.

      Don’t think about it now.

      Savannah returns, putting a teacup and saucer on the table in front of me. Oh, it’s sweet. I inhale the steam and wrap my hands around it. Tea is relaxing. Tea could make me feel better.

      “It’s good,” Savannah prompts, and I look up into her bizarrely bright eyes. She looks too excited for tea. Some instinct in the back of my mind warns that I should throw the tea on the floor and sprint for the door. My pulse heightens with it. But I’m being paranoid. It’s tea. I watched her make it. Savannah’s mean, but she’s not dangerous—at least not as dangerous as any man who comes in here, including Zeus.

      “Why are you being nice to me?”

      She narrows her eyes, expression darkening, but it’s gone in a flash, so quickly I’m not sure if it was ever really there. “You said you didn’t feel well.” Savannah folds her arms over her chest and pouts a little. “This isn’t a good place to be off your game. If you don’t want it, then….” She reaches for the saucer.

      “No.” This place is a web, and I crashed through it on the first day, disturbing the balance. Maybe if I drink this tea, it will make it easier to survive. That’s all I need to do—live long enough to make it out. I put on a big smile. “Thank you for the tea. It—it smells great.”

      It really does, and that’s probably why I overshoot it when I raise the cup to my lips. A single ice cube floats at the top, nearly melted.

      “My mom taught me that trick,” says Savannah, and her conversational tone is off. We do not share stories about our lives, me and Savannah. I think of the hate burning in her eyes when she walked into Zeus’s office. The triumph she took in swallowing his cum. The tea goes down wrong, and I cough, sputtering, until she slaps me on the back.

      “That happened fast,” she murmurs, almost to herself, and I put down the teacup. It rattles against the saucer, tea sloshing over the rim of the cup, and for reasons I can’t explain, I sweep it up with a finger and put it in my mouth. It’s too much. I can feel my expression falling into the neutral blank I use with my father. My pulse pounds under my skin. Where is everyone? Savannah and I are the only ones left in the dining room, and I am officially the woman in a horror movie who wanders around cooing at original light fixtures until she dies.

      “I feel much better.” I stand and take a step back, and my chair tips over. Savannah catches it, but it brings her in awkwardly close. The heat of her body brushes against my shirt while I slip away. A moment of hesitation makes me falter at the door—maybe I should clean up the teacup, at least—but no. Cold fear spills down from the top of my head to my wrists.

      Tea is supposed to be calming.

      I feel less and less calm on my way up the stairs. The elevator would be faster, but I don’t want to stop moving; I want to get to the bedroom and shut the door. My heart beats harder and harder with every step, painful punches on the inside of my ribcage, and my temples throb in a matching tempo. On the last landing, my shin catches the lip of the final step and both knees go out.

      It should hurt. Bruise. But I don’t feel anything on my shins, only the cool surface of the handrail I caught myself on. Gravity shifts. I tighten my grip and hug the wall. The pull toward the bottom of the stairs is so strong it’s almost irresistible. The staircase is steeper than it seemed. More blood to the head, blood to the heart. It has to be outside my body now.

      And—and. Someone’s after me. Generally, but also now, someone is creeping at the bottom of the stairs. If they catch me on their way up, I’ll die, but if I move, I might fall and die. My skin feels like it’s turning inside out. Oh, God. I can’t die here, on the stairs, after everything. Everything, nothing, nothing matters if I break my neck.

      I have never clutched anything as hard as I’m clutching the handrail. The tips of my fingers are losing feeling. Eventually, they will peel away from the handrail, and I’ll plummet the mile it is to the bottom of the stairs. I can’t get a breath, but I force the tip of my toe over the edge of the final step. My thighs burn with the effort. My arms too. Wind rushes by my ears. That can’t be right. There’s no wind in the stairwell.

      It’s an awful thing, to propel myself forward from the railing and hope for the best. A scream catches in my throat, but the wall comes up to meet me, and I plant my hands on it. Big gulps of air. That’s it. Keep breathing.

      Somehow, I get through the access door. The floor of the maid’s hallway bows outward, crushing my knees together. I’m a broken puppet. Ha, ha. What a waste of time and money. All this for nothing.

      “Brigit?” Alicia’s voice sounds distorted, like she’s talking to me through an underwater cave. She’s so far away. Really, he didn’t have to make this hallway so desperately long. “Are you okay?”

      “Okay” echoes through the cavernous hallway for a hundred years before it reaches me. I was heavy before, and now I’m very light. My head will crash on the ceiling if this keeps up.

      “My lips are numb.” I try fruitlessly to get my hand to my lips, to make sure they’re still attached to my face.

      Alicia looms in closer, suddenly enormous, her worried expression taking up my entire field of vision. “What’s going on?”

      I don’t get a chance to answer. The floor cracks apart, rising like a wave, and swallows me whole.
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      The knock interrupts me midstroke. It ruins a sheet of my ledger with a dark gash of ink. The pen’s broken. I broke it. Fuck. “Reya, when I said stay out, I meant keep your ass—”

      “Zeus.” One look at her and my heart is in my throat. She’s pale, one strap of her dress twisted like she was running. Running from what? No security alerts have been called in. “It’s Brigit.”

      I’m out of my seat before I can plan out an appropriate reaction, abandoning the ledger. “What happened?”

      “I don’t know.”

      I brush past Reya without thinking. “Where is she?”

      “Up in her room.” If she wasn’t running before, she is now; she has to in order to keep up with me. Something hard hits the floor behind us—her shoes, I think. “She’s fainted.”

      People faint. It happens. It’s happened many times at the whorehouse, due to too much sexual exertion or because a girl gets overwhelmed or for a hundred other reasons. And I never care. It’s a problem that’s easily solved with a glass of water and a light slap to the face. Reya, I know, is underselling it. If Brigit had fainted, no one would have run to my office. “You’re not telling the truth.”

      “I’m not a liar,” Reya shoots back. The two of us tumble into the stairwell. “Her roommate said she fainted, and she won’t wake up.”

      Won’t wake up. The last time I ran for another person was a long time ago, but I take the stairs three at a time. Reya pants behind me, and her breath fills my ears. What if Brigit isn’t breathing? What. If. She’s. Not. Breathing?

      I burst into the attic hall, the space closing in. It’s too small up here, too close, and it makes the fact of her too stark—Brigit, on the floor, arms above her head. Too pale. She’s too pale. Her roommate—Alicia, her name is, a flighty thing who keeps coming back to Olympus—kneels at her side. She scrambles out of my way when she sees me coming. Explaining—her mouth is moving, but the words mean nothing. They’re useless noise.

      Two fingers to the side of her neck and all of me freezes. I hold my own breath. This is the only way to know if she’s still alive, to quiet my own thrashing heart. Alicia falls silent.

      There’s nothing there.

      And then—

      A pitiful flutter.

      Relief is a heart attack. I gather her into my arms and stand up, blinking Reya and Alicia back into their places. Not here. Brigit is too light in my arms. If I leave her this close to the top of the building, she might float away. It’s fucking absurd, and I know it, but knowing is subsumed in the drive to get down to the floor below this one. It’s safer there. We’ll be safer.

      She’ll be safer. Not from me. But from the rest of the world. My thoughts scramble, switching places with each other. She’s so light. Small. Too fragile for the things I did to her. For the things I’m going to do.

      “Was it the light?” I murmur to her on the way to the first landing. My mind casts around for an explanation. “It’s not very bright in the attic.”

      Problem-solving during this killer relief and murderous fear is impossible. Above us, soft thuds tell me that Reya is following. She catches up at a hidden entrance to my rooms and comes in behind me before the door can shut and lock. Reya’s a silent shadow all the way to my bedroom, where I lay Brigit out on the bed and sit down next to her.

      If she’s dying, I’m dying.

      Her breathing is shallow, but it’s happening. Her eyes move back and forth behind her eyelids. And her arms and legs—they’re not tensed, not wracked with pain. Relaxed. She’s relaxed.

      But this is still wrong.

      I check her pulse again. A weak response. This is not how her heart usually beats. If she knew I was this close, it would be hammering. “What happened?”

      Reya steps to the side of the bed, her shadow falling across Brigit’s pillow. “Her roommate said she wasn’t hungry at breakfast,” she relays, her tone as careful as I’ve ever heard it.

      “So she didn’t eat?”

      “A few bites of toast, and then afterward, she had tea.”

      Tea. “What do you mean, afterward?”

      The pause tells me everything. I pick up one of Brigit’s hands and rub the delicate skin on the inside of her wrist. “Tell me what the fuck you mean by tea.”

      “One of the other girls made her a cup of tea.”

      “Who?”

      I know who it is. That doesn’t make me want confirmation any less. It will save time if Reya opens her mouth now. A significant period of time.

      Reya weighs her response with care, and the air in the room seems heavier.

      “I swear to fuck, Reya, if you don’t tell me, I’ll punish them all until I find her.”

      “Savannah.”

      I lean over Brigit then, my heart climbing the walls of my body. Her lips are slightly parted. I can’t ignore how pink and welcoming they are and kiss her. It’s meant to be perfunctory—a research mission—but it becomes a silent question. Please wake up. Please, please. I would never say it out loud. I would die before I said it out loud, but it’s a bright knife through my chest.

      The kiss ends so abruptly that Reya gasps. I swipe a sleeve over my mouth. I want the taste off me. Tendrils of lost feeling try to embed themselves against my lips. Reya jumps out of the way when I spit on the carpet. She’s horrified.

      I’m fucking horrified.

      Because I would know that taste anywhere, beneath any other flavor.

      “What is it?” Reya’s on the verge of panic. “What is it, Zeus?”

      “Poison. Do you know who you need to call?” Carina Jain is a physician who works at a hospital ten minutes away and keeps a cell phone on her twenty-four hours a day. I’m the only one with the number. We have a deal, much like all the whores at Olympus.

      “Yes.”

      “Get her here.”

      I’d make the call myself, but I’ll be damned if I leave Brigit’s side right now. Reya takes out her own phone and dials the number. She puts the cell to her ear. “Is there anything I should—aside from the fact that it’s poison, should I—”

      “Tell her that the poison came from my sister.”

      Reya’s shoulders sag a little, but she only nods.

      I keep my fingers on Brigit’s pulse. It’s unsettling as fuck in here, like being in church.

      Fifteen minutes later, Carina arrives, her hair slung over her shoulder in a thick braid. She examines Brigit without comment, and then we sit her up. Her head lolls against my shoulder, and another pang of fear shivers its way through me. I hate it. It’s like a switch has been flipped. For so long, I was a shell. Now I’m a beating heart. It’s fucking terrible. I push all of it away in favor of getting the antidote down Brigit’s throat.

      The change is immediate. Color comes back to her cheeks and she stretches, wriggling her toes, but she doesn’t open her eyes. Carina holds back the covers so I can put her in the bed, and then she puts a hand on my elbow.

      “That’s all,” I tell her.

      “Zeus.” I meet her dark eyes and find something like concern there. “This isn’t Demeter’s first attempt.”

      At first, I think she’s asking. Of course it’s not my sister’s first attempt at poisoning a person. Not by far. I already know that. “What are you saying?”

      “We’ve had a few cases at the hospital.” Carina seems to make a decision. “Did something happen?”

      I laugh, too loud for the room. “If I told you everything that has ever happened involving my sister, we’d be here for days.”

      “Recently, then?”

      “I’m not her keeper.” What I want is for Carina to go back to her job and wait for my calls. I want everyone out of this room, except for Brigit. “If you’re asking me to reason with her, don’t waste your breath.”

      “No, I….” She looks tired. Carina swings her bag up over her shoulder again. “Be careful,” she says. “All of you.”

      Reya escorts her out, their voices low in the hallway, and I turn down the lights.

      Strip off my jacket and pants.

      Unbutton my shirt and discard it.

      And then I climb into bed next to Brigit.

      At first, I can’t stand it—no woman has ever slept in this bed. Ever. And the feel of her slim body next to mine is overwhelming. I would imagine it’s like being colorblind then flooded with color—or sensitive to the light and held out in the sun. It’s so intense that I have to get out of the bed for several minutes and collect myself.

      “What the fuck is happening?” I ask the dark.

      Then I get back in. Brigit shifts and rolls, and somehow she ends up curled against me, her spine against my chest. I search out her wrist and enclose it with my fingers.

      Her heart beats.

      I let her sleep there all night while I keep watch.
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Brigit

        

      

    

    
      He’s in my dreams.

      Or he is my dreams. Buttons on a clean shirt. The rasp of an expensive jacket against my clothes. He’s covered me head to toe. Is my head hidden from the world too? It can’t be, because Zeus kisses me, a deep, searching thing. It’s the last thing I feel before I lose the last feeling in my lips. So strange.

      It shifts, and I’m thirsty, drinking, but my mouth doesn’t work the way it should. It’s hard to drink from a moving target when I’m propped up against a mountain. A rock wall. A sheer face. I get the sense I could pound my fists against it all day, and the only result would be bloodied hands.

      It’s so bright out.

      I close my eyes against the light and roll over, successfully tipping myself into the darkness between dreams. There’s nothing here. It’s a relief. I float along the surface of consciousness, touching it but not truly immersing myself in it, for a long time.

      When I finally do manage to open my eyes, it’s because I’m hungry. The pinch in my stomach is a familiar one, but it’s been some time since I felt it. The toast—the toast is the last thing I remember. Then the tea. And then…

      And then the hellscape stairs, and Alicia, and hitting the floor.

      Heat skims over me, head to toe. I could pretend to wonder where I am, but the answer is obvious without getting my eyes to focus—Zeus’s bed. It has to be his, because all the sheets smell like laundry detergent and him.

      It’s one thing to get fucked on someone’s bed. It’s another thing to be tucked into it, deeply adrift in dreams.

      I’m awake now, and I can’t lie here anymore. Because I could lie here. It’s the most comfortable bed. It probably cost a fortune. I would give anything to hide under the sheets and never get out, but that’s not an option for me. I push them off me and prop myself up on one elbow, looking for him.

      The room is empty. Lights adjust slowly, as if they know I’ve just opened my eyes and need a second. The sliver of sky I can see through the curtains is dark.

      My breath goes out of me. I don’t know if I’m disappointed or relieved that I’m alone. It does mean I have a minute to test out whether my body has come back. Toes, check. Knees, check. My arms work. My fingers flex. Whatever the hell happened at breakfast—was it today, or days ago?—doesn’t seem to have done any permanent damage.

      I test out walking next.

      There’s no strange vertigo or tilting hallways, which I take as a good sign.

      Instead, there’s curiosity, which is not good. I don’t need to get caught up in learning about this man. I don’t. I’m sure I don’t. But I’m here in this room, and there’s nothing to look at other than his bed—black, with black covers—and the archway into a massive walk-in closet. There’s also an attached bathroom that’s bigger than some of the two-bedroom apartments in the city. All of it is bright, except for the furniture. All those dark pieces remind me of anchors, holding down the room.

      Maybe they hold him down too.

      I get up the courage to walk past the closet, and that’s when I see them.

      The artwork.

      Frames, really. That’s all I can see from here. Black frames on white walls. They look simple but not cheap. And I can only see one corner of one painting in the floor-to-ceiling mirror. Another corner peeks out at the edge of the glass.

      Paintings?

      I have the sense that an alarm might go off if I cross the threshold, but after a thorough search for anything resembling a camera, I decide to risk it. My reflection winks across the glass. I look thin. A bit on the pale side. Soft.

      The closet is bigger than I thought. And one wall—the inside wall, the one I couldn’t see from the main bedroom—has a neat row of paintings in it. They’re real paintings, judging by the brushstrokes, and they are the only art I’ve seen inside the whorehouse. There could be other paintings in the women’s rooms, but they wouldn’t be like this.

      How can I look away? It’s impossible, because they’re so riveting. Art class in school was a joke compared to what’s in front of me. Paintings of people. But that doesn’t do it justice.

      The first painting is of a woman I’ve never seen. I’m instantly jealous of her, this painted figure. She’s against a dark background, and it sets off the lovely curves of her. The swells of her breasts. She’s naked, but she stares out of the canvas unflinchingly. Even though she is covered in paint.

      Not just the brush strokes that make up her body, but markings—long swipes of paint in dark-rust and midnight-blue. Someone has marked her with these colors, with their fingers and hands—possessing her. My own body responds to the thought of being marked that way. Possessed that way.

      Zeus has done that, without paint.

      But to see it here, as art—it takes my breath away. In the lower right-hand corner of the piece, a slim white card is tucked in the corner. Possession, it reads.

      “Brigit?”

      Reya’s voice shocks me to the core. I was lost in a fantasy world involving paint and a painter and someone looking at me the way this painter must have looked at this woman, and I scramble for the door. Reya waits on the other side of the threshold, her hand to her chest. “Oh, thank God,” she breathes. “I thought you were missing.”

      “I’m here. I didn’t….” I can’t think of anything to say. “I was stretching my legs.”

      “Good. That’s good.” She looks me up and down. “If you can walk, then the worst is probably over.”

      “The worst of what?” There are a lot of terrible things on the agenda for my time here, and a good long nap wasn’t even in the top ten. Embarrassment creeps back in. “I know I passed out, but—”

      “It was more than that.” Reya swallows, and her eyes dart away from mine then return.

      “What was it?” The floor sways briefly, but I hold myself up. I haven’t been here very long, but it’s unnerving to see Reya look nervous, like someone’s lurking behind Zeus’s bed. That’s impossible. It’s snug against the wall, and nothing could hide there. I come out of the closet, trying my best to make the movement look natural. The bedframe is solid. Nothing underneath there either. “Reya?”

      She blinks, and I realize she’s been lost in thought. “Zeus wants you downstairs.” Reya hustles me into the bathroom and makes amenities appear like magic. A toothbrush. A comb. A swipe of blush for my cheeks. A washcloth. Little by little, she puts me together until I’m pale and soft in a strappy dress that skims my knees. Finally, she pushes my feet into ballet flats. “Good,” she says. “Let’s go.”

      I don’t want to leave the bedroom. Reya’s set expression is a warning, but I don’t know what it’s about, and part of me wants to dig my heels in and refuse to go until she tells me.

      Men will want you sweet and compliant. The full reality is setting in again. Sleep didn’t chase it away any more than tears would. And more than I want to stay, I want answers from Zeus.

      This is not about reliving the dream. It’s about following orders so I can survive, so I can get through this. Doing what he says will free me from one thing and one thing only—worrying about what to do in this next moment.

      I expect Reya to lead me down to his office. That makes a certain kind of sense. If he’s not in his bedroom, then he should be in his office. Or the lounge. A nervous chill prickles the skin on my back. Would he really train me tonight, with people watching, even after I fainted?

      I think he would.

      But Reya makes a series of turns on the first floor that don’t seem related to his office at all, and then we’re descending a set of stairs that open wide at the bottom like a skirt. They’re gorgeous, grand. I have never once pictured stairs like this existing for a basement. It turns out my imagination has been lacking all my life. The final step puts us on carpet as rich as the rooms upstairs. I get the distinct sense that the carpet here is for noise-dampening purposes. The doors set into the wall—a double pair, and black as night—look like they shouldn’t be disturbed.

      Reya takes a deep breath.

      “Tell me.” I try to make the plea sound less like a plea, but I still feel ghostlike from last night. Or this morning. “What are we here for?”

      She shakes her head and opens the door.

      I should have known what was going to be on the other side. I should have known, because I’ve seen Zeus. I’ve been in his hands. I’ve had his mouth on me. A place like this belongs in a place like Olympus. But the scene rocks me back on my feet. Reya keeps me moving, and the door closes behind us. We’re late to the party. The other girls have taken their places around the room, shadows in lovely gowns. That’s the first thing I notice. There is an audience—a silent one. It’s dim enough that it sets off the whites of their eyes.

      There’s so much here to absorb. A bed against one wall with a heavy frame—it reminds me of Zeus’s bed, only more intricate. There are obvious places for a person to be bound. A pair of leather cuffs adorns a shelf above the bed. A low bench waits in front of a fireplace, and I know instantly the ways a body could be bent over it. A clench between my legs is enough confirmation, and God, what is wrong with me? How can I be looking, thinking about these things when the main event is Zeus?

      I take it in, in a series of blinks. A cross by the opposite wall. Savannah’s naked body, tied to it. The startling white of Zeus’s shirt with no jacket. The tensed muscles of his forearms, perfect and vicious. The light shining down like a halo on them both.

      The whip in his hands.

      The red stripes on Savannah’s thighs.

      Zeus watches me, and understanding rushes in like a new day.

      It was more than that. More than tea. More than a fainting spell.

      “I learned something, Brigit.” It’s as if he’s standing upstairs, completely at ease. He might as well be upstairs, at the center of everything. An illusion—that’s an illusion. It’s not real, the man upstairs, graciously accepting drinks and laughing, a smile on his face. My heart gives three beats in quick succession and then goes quiet, like it could possibly hide from him. “I learned that Savannah hasn’t been kind to you.”

      His hand moves, and the whip snaps across her skin. Savannah’s anguished cry is absorbed into the ceiling, and another red line decorates her skin. He’s been here a while, I see now. The whip is only his current implement.

      “Tell her what you did, Savannah,” Zeus prompts.

      A blubbering sob eats her words.

      For that, she gets another stripe, this one across the center of her ass. Her head drops back and she howls.

      No one moves.

      Why aren’t they moving?

      Someone has to be the one to intervene.

      A droplet of blood drips down from this newest punishment.

      “Stop.” I might as well not have spoken. My voice is still rough from sleep, and Zeus doesn’t bother to turn his head, if he even heard me. I don’t think he can hear me. I’m seized by a horrible fear that I really did die.

      I’m not a ghost, damn it.

      “Confess, Savannah,” he croons, and the illusion of him shatters again, the façade shearing off to reveal what’s underneath his nice clothes and his gorgeous face and his laugh, that laugh. “We’re all waiting.”

      “I-I…” She can hardly breathe. It must burn. It must sting. I’m drawn to her by a force larger than me. Reya doesn’t try to stop me, and I follow that magnetic pull. This is the answer. This is what happened to me. And it’s been drawn from her by such violence. “I put poison in Brigit’s tea.”

      My heart skips a beat. Poison. Somehow, all this time, I didn’t expect it to be poison. I expected her to have done something to it, of course—but real poison? She tried to kill me. Where did she get poison? Questions crowd out the rest of the room, and there’s only me and the light and Zeus.

      The whip.

      Her skin.

      His shoulder flexes, and I jump in front of her, something inside of me breaking. “Stop.” Louder this time. He can’t pretend not to hear me. “Please, Zeus. Don’t do this to her.”

      A shake starts down near my feet and works its way up to my neck until all of me is shivering.

      “Why not, sweetheart?” Zeus cocks his head to the side. “I haven’t killed her, you know. This is only a deserved punishment for what she did.”

      The awful, ugly truth is that I can’t stand it.

      The whip is too inanimate. The crack against her skin is closer than breath, closer than tongue. If he’s going to hurt someone, I want it—sickeningly, selfishly—to be me. The part of me that recoils from violence is only a thin veneer. It’s as shallow as a puddle.

      The reasons don’t matter.

      His fist tightens. Such a simple movement to be able to unleash so much pain. Fear skitters across the surface of my mind, but my body is already moving, putting myself closer to Savannah. This is maybe the dumbest way to die—as a human shield for a girl who hates me.

      And maybe I just can’t admit that it’s not only for her that I sink to my knees and throw my arms out. The shadows behind Zeus take on more color and form; the other girls are getting closer. The light catches his eyes, a faint smile playing at his lips, and my mouth goes dry. I’m not the only one who influences his decision. Not in a place like this.

      I’ve never been so attuned to a man’s face in my life, which is why I see the change. His smile settles into something sharp and cruel, his perfect teeth a knife’s edge.

      Zeus drops the whip.

      It falls dully to the floor, useless without his strength. “Let her down then.”

      I get to my feet, hands shaking. I won, but… I didn’t. This is like fool’s gold. A victory that disguises defeat. Or a price.

      I’ll pay for this.

      That’s why he looks so satisfied.

      I undo the cuffs holding Savannah to the cross, and she falls like a broken doll, huddling to the floor and bursting into fresh tears. What do I do? I settle for putting a hand on her shoulder. Asking if she’s okay is pointless; she’s obviously not.

      Whatever I’ve done, whatever price I pay, it’s set the room into motion again. Someone presses a cold cloth into my hand, and I don’t have time to question where it came from. This place would have a sink. It has everything, including a vengeful king.

      More girls brave the light to help me move Savannah, who weeps pitifully all the way to the bed then buries her face in the covers. She cries into the comforter while we tend her wounds. I pretend not to feel Zeus’s eyes on me. I pretend not to feel the storm coming.
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Zeus

        

      

    

    
      It’s an abomination, all this kindness.

      And Brigit, its ringleader.

      I can’t bear the way it rips into me, shoving my ribs apart and biting into the soft flesh of my heart. It’s weakness paired with defiance, and the combination makes me lethal.

      Reya tries, edging closer to me with her lips already formed into something resembling a distraction.

      It’s too late.

      Girls in gowns scatter away from the bed when I come for Brigit, some of them ducking. She doesn’t run. She doesn’t even bother to look at me. All her focus is centered on Savannah, the worst of them all.

      Brigit’s dress twists into the palm of my hand, and I pull her against me. “Wait… stop—”

      I don’t wait. I don’t stop. She begs louder on the way out of the playroom and up the stairs. One of her toes catches on the steps. She’d be dead of a broken neck if it weren’t for me and my iron grip on her dress. But the dress is not enough. It’s her hair I want, and I get it on the landing. Brigit makes a wounded sound, and if I were not my father’s son, it would make me drop her right then and back away.

      Unfortunately for her, I am the closest thing my foster father ever had to a son. Hades was his disappointment. I was the replacement. And he made me in his image. All the safeguards I’ve put into place to keep that part of me under control are gone.

      It’s replicating, like a cancer.

      Caring.

      Fuck it.

      Brigit’s scratching at my hands when we get to my rooms, and it makes no difference. What’s the use in feeling such a small pain when the rest of me is on fire with need? The only thing that’s going to bring me back to any semblance of balance is taking her.

      All of her.

      The begging starts when I throw her on the bed. No one has been in to make it yet, so she lands face first in rumpled sheets and tries to crawl away. A laugh tears itself out of me. Then her dress. Such a soft dress. Such a soft body. The dress comes apart in my hands, resisting against her skin. The pull of the fabric is better than whiskey. It’s better than money. Destruction is the way to feel alive, isn’t it?

      Brigit’s next.

      She can’t get away, not bent over the edge of the bed like she is. She gets a toehold in the mattress and tries her very best, but I knock her legs apart and lock an arm over the small of her back. This way, she can struggle all she wants.

      And she does want.

      The cascade of “please, don’t” and “please, stop” and “you hurt her, you’re awful” is a sweet fiction. What a good girl in a cardigan would say. But my fingers between her legs find different evidence.

      “I hated it,” she pants.

      “You’re such a pretty liar,” I tell her. “Lie some more.” I stroke my fingers through the evidence of her desire.

      “Why don’t you throw her out?”

      “Throw her out?” I laugh to cover the cold freeze at the center of me. Demeter got to Savannah somehow, which means she is in the city, which means she is up to something. Better to keep Savannah here to use as bait. “She took her punishment. She learned her lesson. Now it’s your turn. Amuse me some more.”

      “No—”

      I push three fingers inside her and twist, drawing a sound out of her that’s between a whimper and a scream, layered in something dirty and wanting. Her cunt holds my fingers tight. Brigit is a consummate whore—she doesn’t want to let go of me until she’s bled me dry. She obviously doesn’t know it’s impossible. That my ruined heart will keep beating no matter what she, or anyone else, does to it. My fingers are slick when I pull them out, and she mewls, hands balled in the blankets.

      Her body is at war with itself, and I take it in for a heartbeat. The rock of her hips. The scramble of her toes on the floor. The glistening between her legs.

      “Oh, no,” she whispers, clenching on my fingers. “Oh, no.” I stroke against the rough patch inside that reduces her words to an embarrassed moan.

      I’m not putting her on the floor; I’m not selling her at auction until I’ve broken the part of her that made her help her own enemy. Until she knows what it is to be merciless. Until she’s given an example. I’ll take everything from her. The anticipation sparks in my chest, a series of lights turning on and on until it’s blinding.

      She freezes at my touch on her ass, her head lifted off the blankets, mouth open. “What are you doing?”

      “Completing your training.”

      “That’s—that’s not what I’m selling.”

      “You’re not spare parts,” I snap at her. “You’re a package deal. The man who buys you will expect complete access.”

      Her cheeks brighten with shame. “Shouldn’t you leave something for them?” A shiver down through her legs, all the way down to the floor. She twists her toes against the wood. “Shouldn’t you?”

      “Fuck no.” My blood surges, beating its fists on my veins. I move her up onto the bed like the doll she is and push her head down, angling her hips up so she’s exposed to me. Brigit’s breathing fast and light, like the air has gone thin, and it has. She’s winding up.

      I don’t know how to describe what happens to me at the sight of her on her knees like this, open and ready. Killing takes a certain amount of precision. It’s best if it’s done with concentration, with accuracy. I’m going to fuck her ass the same way.

      There’s lube close by. I own a fucking whorehouse; there’s always lube. I watch her body tense at the chill and hold her down when she tries to squirm away from it.

      “It’ll be easier if you relax.”

      “There’s no way.” She gasps. “It can’t be easy.” Another thrash against the covers. “Please—”

      “I love the begging,” I comment. “It’s one of your best features. But you know you’re not going to stop me, right?”

      Brigit tries to say something, but I breach her with a fingertip. Up to the next knuckle, and the next, until there are tears at the corner of her eyes. Maybe she thinks she’s trying to get away, but she’s not. It’s the most astonishing thing, the way she’s pushing back onto my finger while she cries.

      “Yes.” That’s her reward. “That’s good.”

      She sags forward a fraction of an inch—all the room she has—and I work a second finger in with the first. I’m losing patience. Breathe it out, breathe in calm. Ha, fuck—it didn’t work. I fuck her perfunctorily with my fingers then wrestle with my belt. A bright sensation comes over my skin like the whisper of a sheet, and I climb up behind her and spread her with both hands.

      “You don’t have to do this,” she whispers.

      I lean down and kiss her cheek. Brigit yelps like she’s been stung. “I do,” I tell her.

      That’s enough talk.

      I notch myself against her and push. She gasps and goes still, stunned, except for her fists—they open and close on the blankets in time with her desperate panting. Fuck, she’s tight. It’s better than I expected, and more difficult. The stretch of her around me is enough to shut down the parts of my brain that play nightmare scenarios over and over and over. They’re gone, into a black field of stars. There’s only her shivering body, and me, taking it in the basest possible way. There is nothing dirtier than this. There is nothing more shameful for her. Another tear slips out, runs down her cheek and over her nose and glistens on the comforter before it evaporates.

      “You’re doing so well, sweetheart.” Her eyes go wide at the praise, a sob wrenching itself from her chest. “Look at you. It must feel like I’m splitting you apart, and you’re surviving it.”

      “It does,” she admits, her cheeks a deep-pink turning to red.

      More tears.

      I wedge in another few inches, and she cries out while I sink in to the hilt. Her thighs tremble, feet kicking uselessly.

      “That’s not why you’re crying.”

      Brigit sucks in a deep breath but can’t fully catch it. It takes her two more tries to answer. “No,” she manages.

      A lock of hair has fallen into her face, and I brush it away. With her head turned to the side like this, I can only see one of her eyes, but it’s so fucking beautiful I could die. “Tell me why you’re crying.”

      A steadying breath. “No.”

      I pull out and thrust back in. I’m not gentle about it. “It would be better for you if you did.”

      “Would it?”

      I laugh. “No. But I want to hear you say it.”

      “Say… what?” Her face is scarlet now, and I settle into a rhythm of deep strokes. I add more lube out of the goodness of my heart. “Tell me what to say,” she begs. More tears. “What do you want me to say?”

      “The reason for all these tears,” I tell her jovially while I fuck her ass with the kind of viciousness I’d normally reserve for other, less savory activities. “Come on. You’re being such a good girl. Don’t stop now.”

      “I’m crying because it hurts.” Brigit gets her hands under her and rocks back against me.

      “And?”

      “And what? What?”

      I grab for her hair and twist it around my fingers, pulling until her head is up, until she’s on hands and knees, until her back is arched so deliciously that I might not recover from this. “It hurts, and what?”

      “I like it,” she cries. “I like it.”

      I knew she’d say it. I knew, but the effect it has is magnetic. It’s like gravity. It’s like a supernova. The last of my control shreds, and I cage her in with one hand, the other on her a fist in her hair, fucking her with abandon. Complete abandon. My own release blindsides me, and I haul Brigit upright and back, using my free hand to skim my fingertips over her clit while I empty myself into her.

      “Not like this,” she says, rocking her ass back against me. “Not like this, please, not like this.”

      Yes, like this.

      I pin both her wrists to her chest with one arm and add pressure with the other until I force the issue. Brigit comes with a final “No!” that becomes a howl that becomes a moan, her body throbbing around mine. Turning us into statues now. It wouldn’t be the worst thing to stay like this forever.

      But there is no forever with a man like me.

      When I’m completely spent, I let her fall to the bed. She curls up on her side, breathing hard, then covers her face with both arms.

      I find a T-shirt in my closet and toss it over her naked body. I’m going to say something cutting, something horrible, but instead, I climb onto the bed and take her arms away from her face. Brigit blinks, pretty and flushed, and I kiss her.

      She kisses me back.

      It’s good.
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Brigit

        

      

    

    
      The day of the party comes too soon.

      I still haven’t worked through what happened or why some sick, dark part of me wishes it was still happening. It’s not the pain. That’s not what I like. Is it? No.

      “Get out of my way.”

      Savannah reaches over me at the makeup table, where I’ve been trying to get my face to look like it does when the other girls do my makeup. That’s what I’m supposed to be doing—getting ready for tonight. Only there’s no instruction manual for Getting Ready to Sell Your Body at Auction. I’ve already had a facial and a full-body scrub. I had a manicure and a pedicure. What else do I do?

      I bat Savannah’s hand out of the way. “You don’t have to be so rude.”

      “Don’t I?” She rolls her eyes in the mirror. “You don’t have to be here. You could go anywhere else, and we’d all be happier.”

      It stings, though it shouldn’t. “Why are you being such a bitch?”

      Savannah narrows her eyes, her glare enough to break glass. “Is this something you want to get into right now?”

      I want to get into anything right now. I would rather fight with Savannah than daydream about a mean man with a beautiful face who tore my clothes and gave me his own T-shirt in return. Who kissed my cheek and fucked my ass then kissed me again before he sent me out. I can still feel where he was. “Yes.”

      The rest of the girls don’t notice when I stand up, or if they do, they don’t say anything. The volume of conversation in the spa stays exactly the same. They’re all talking about the party tonight. About the added decorations and the special catering and the tips, oh, the tips. You can even get tips for dancing. It starts at midnight, this fantastic party. The most exciting party of the month, maybe the year.

      It sounds like the most magical nightmare.

      I follow as Savannah stalks out of the spa and makes a turn down a long hallway. This place has too many long hallways. She goes to the end, where there’s an access door. I think it might open to the same alley that I came in through at the beginning of all this, which seems like it was a hundred years ago.

      I think about Zeus kissing me.

      His golden eyes lingering on my face.

      I shouldn’t feel so warm about him.

      Savannah rounds on me. “You’re ruining everything,” she spits. “You do understand that, right?”

      “What’s everything? Because honestly, all I did was stop you from getting whipped. After you tried to poison me. You understand that, right?”

      “I would let him do anything.” She steps toward me, and oh, I’ve made a mistake. I’ve made a big mistake, coming here with her, away from everybody else. There’s more than hate in Savannah’s eyes. There’s vengeance. “I would let him whip me all night. And there’s you,” she sneers. “You, putting yourself in the way. I don’t know what he sees in you.”

      I don’t either. I don’t either, but I don’t care, because he does see me. Zeus saw me last night. This is the last moment on earth that I should be falling for him, wanting more from him, and here I am. The instant that thought touches down, it bursts apart like a pillar of salt losing its shape.

      It doesn’t matter if I’m falling for him or not.

      It doesn’t matter if it’s ridiculous or not.

      None of it matters, because tomorrow night, Zeus will accept bids for me for the night—and, I don’t know, the next several nights. There are so many men on that list. They’ll pay me. And I’ll leave. And I’ll never see him again.

      “What the hell is wrong with you?” Savannah snaps. “Are we fighting or not?”

      I blink back a sheen of tears. “I don’t know, Savannah, are you still being a huge bitch or not?”

      The door flies open so fast that Savannah doesn’t have time to get out of the way. It hits her arm, knocking her to the side, and I reach for her like the fool that I am.

      Only I don’t make it.

      Because the man coming through the door hooks a hand around my arm and pulls.

      My feet go out from under me, dragging on the floor, and—no. No. Heels. I need heels on the floor, and I get them under me, pulling back. “Stop.” His grip is so tight there must already be bruises. “Let go.”

      Another man comes in behind him, dressed in black and a bulletproof vest—what?—and crowds me on the other side. Savannah has helpfully pressed herself against the wall, out of the way. I want to scream at her—she really is a horrible bitch—but then the ghostly pale of her face registers. The babbling. She’s begging. Please don’t hurt me. Please, don’t take me with you. Let me live; let me live.

      The man closest to her slaps her across the face. “We’re only here for one whore,” he says.

      Me. It’s me. “No—”

      All the fight in the world doesn’t matter, because the two of them overpower me like they’ve been trained to do this. They probably have been. It doesn’t stop me from trying. A muscle in my shoulder pulls—do not take me outside—but then we’re over the threshold and out into the back alley.

      It’s evening, the city cast in the orange fire of the sunset.

      I should have gotten on that train.

      The second thing I hear is my father… laughing.

      “There she is.” He stands at the end of the alley near a car I don’t recognize. “My daughter, the slut. Really, Brigit, I thought you were smarter than this.” His skin is turned a sickly color by the light, and my entire body recoils. He slides his hands into his pockets the way he used to do when we were finished having an argument. “You’re grounded.” That’s what he’d say. “Well, time to go. You’re late for your wedding.”
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Zeus

        

      

    

    
      Savannah is in tears when she bursts into my office without knocking.

      Irritation flares. I have no time for her hysterics. “You know better than that,” I scold, standing up. If I have to drag her out of here, I will.

      “Men,” she breathes. “Came. And took Brigit. To the back.”

      For a split second, I allow myself to imagine exactly what I’m going to do to this woman as punishment for letting this happen. Worse than a whip. Because surely, she had something to do with it. But then—perhaps not. Her face is so pale, and her tears so genuine, that it looks like shock. Real shock.

      Which means Brigit is really in danger.

      Then I’m nothing but movement. I catch only a glimpse of the heartbreak on Savannah’s face as I brush by her. In the hall, I almost collide with Reya, who takes one look at my face and gets out of the way. Her footsteps fade behind me. She can deal with Savannah.

      There’s only one way out of the back—one way that’s public, anyway. The open end of the alley. The front entrance is, paradoxically, closest to it. The summer heat is a shimmering wall when I throw the door open and run.

      She’s screaming.

      Not the high, terrified scream of someone who’s being dragged to their death, but the raging scream of someone who’s being dragged to a fate worse than death. It echoes in my ears along with the ghosts of other screams. I got better at it, toward the end. There wasn’t so much noise. Now, the loudest sound is my own heart, beating in my ears.

      I round the corner, and the car comes into view. A man stands in front of it, his hands in his pockets, like he’s watching a sporting event. The event is Brigit, who is being wrestled by two men toward the car.

      She’s not going easy.

      I’m proud of her.

      And then I’m too busy assessing the situation to feel anything.

      Whoever this man is—I’m guessing it’s her father—hasn’t just brought two men with him; he’s brought four. And he has someone on the inside of Olympus too. I’ll deal with that later. For now, there’s Brigit.

      Her father looks at me disinterestedly as I go past him, my fist swinging into the face of the first man. The second has time to react. He reaches toward his belt. Brigit ducks out of the way, running for the shadowed part of the alley. It’ll be useless if I don’t get all these men down, and fast.

      I break one arm. The man screams, and then someone gets a hand on the collar of my jacket. He goes over my head and onto the ground, where I kick him in the head.

      Which leaves three more.

      The father goes past me, and I’d kill him if it weren’t for the other two, who have gotten out of their van and run over into danger without a care in the world. I deliver that care back to them one by one. Another broken nose. A broken knee.

      I want to kill them.

      I want to kill them so much.

      It’s so frustrating, not killing them. But if I do, then there are domino effects. The party is in a matter of hours. Money will change hands all throughout my business. Deals will be made. All of it will be easier if there aren’t bodies to move, to cover up. If I kill five men right now, then that’s the topic of conversation tonight. I can buy removal of their bodies from my alleyway. It’s much harder to buy silence.

      Five men.

      I turn around to find Brigit’s father walking her toward me, her arm twisted up behind her back. The sight of him touching her—of anyone touching her—tightens my chest and my fists. Maybe I will kill them all. But for a few more steps, I watch him.

      There is something deeply wrong with Brigit’s father.

      For one thing, he doesn’t seem to notice I’m here.

      Me.

      The tallest person in the alley, and the one with four men either crawling or hobbling away from him.

      Brigit’s father tries to sidestep me.

      What the fuck?

      I grab the front of his shirt and haul him in front of me, breaking his grip on her with one hand. “Where do you think you’re going with my property?”

      He looks up at me, eyes wild, and giggles. “Your property? This is my own daughter. She’s engaged. It’s a formal contract. Signatures have been signed, and everyone will be so happy in the end.”

      “She dissolved her contract. The only one still in force is the one with me. If you keep going, I’ll have to intervene. Of course you understand.”

      He reaches for her arm again. Brigit backs away toward the wall. What is she doing? A wall won’t save her. I catch her father’s wrist in my hand and squeeze until he gasps. “Brigit,” I prompt.

      “Yeah?”

      “Do you want me to kill your father?” It’s not really up to her. Everything that happens now is up to me. But it seems like a common courtesy. “I’m giving you one more choice. Make it quickly.”

      A beat.

      “Not now,” she says.

      I break his nose instead.

      Her father’s hands fly up to his face, and I throw him toward the car. “Get the fuck away from here.” One of his men has already reached the car and opened the door. The other hauls himself up to his feet and comes for their leader, who is too busy clutching his nose to look where he’s going. They bundle him into the back of the car and drive away.

      It’s all wrong; something’s wrong, but I can’t decide what it is. There are too many variables. Demeter is clearly on the loose in the city. My sister is a danger when she doesn’t want revenge, and she wants it now—no question. Against me. Against Hades. Recent events have driven her mad. Brigit’s father, crumpling so easily. And the uncle. Why hasn’t he made a move yet? He must know she’s here.

      Brigit makes a wounded noise, and all of it dissolves into white noise.

      She’s still standing with her back against the wall, her face blank.

      I wait for her to fall.

      But she doesn’t.

      She stares straight ahead, not moving except for the tiny circle of her forefinger against her thumb. Out here, up against the height of my building, she looks smaller than she ever has. Small things can be dangerous too. Like land mines. Or hand grenades. The pin has already been pulled in this one.

      A breeze kicks up, sending strands of honey-colored hair across her face. I approach her slowly. She doesn’t look up at me until my shadow falls over her, blocking out what’s left of the sunset. I’m not going to damage the merchandise now, when there’s not much time left before everyone will begin arriving. That’s what I tell myself.

      Brigit’s eyes follow my hand when I raise it to brush the hair away from her face. “Sweetheart.”

      She swallows then clears her throat. “Yes?”

      “Come inside.”
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      First, Zeus takes out his phone, dials a number, and shouts into it like a man possessed. The words skip against one another. It’s hard to focus. I gather it’s the chief of police and that the man was supposed to do something but didn’t. I hear “you fucker” and “if you ever” and “tonight.” The gold in his eyes turns dark. He shoves a hand through his sun-kissed hair. Anger curls his lips.

      Then there’s the elevator.

      The living room of his apartments.

      The hall.

      The bedroom.

      And an enormous tub.

      He perches me on the edge of it and turns on the water. That sound—yes. That’s a good sound. That’s a nothing-sound. It’s the sound that blocks out everything else. Does he know I used to do this, late at night, to cover up my uncle’s voice in the house? Does he know? I try to snap myself out of this, whatever this is. It doesn’t work. The thing is, I didn’t expect my father to ever touch me again. I was prepared to trade everything else, knowing he would never touch me again. And he did.

      My skin crawls.

      Zeus moves around the bathroom, collecting things, the sound of his footsteps muffled by the water. A light touch on my shoulder prompts me to stand, and then—even lighter—my clothes come off. The robe I wore to the spa. The camisole I have on underneath. The bra, the panties. A few days ago, I might have been shocked by all this, by being naked in front of him. Now… nothing. The real horror was outside. Shut it out, shut it out.

      He puts me into the bath.

      The hot water is the first thing to make its way past the barrier between me and the world. There—water isn’t so bad. It’s hot enough to dissolve that touch. Zeus replaces it with others. A soft cloth, running over my shoulders and my back. He rubs it in neat circles over both arms, taking care with the marks on my wrist. My legs. Between my legs. My shins. My feet. More water runs, and I’m not sleeping, not exactly—I’m reclined. In his arm, one hand in my hair, working shampoo through, then conditioner, then rinsing it out.

      He’s still rinsing when I finally open my eyes and see.

      But his eyes aren’t on mine. They’re on the window behind the tub. He might as well be a million miles away.

      I wonder where he is.

      I keep wondering while he wraps me in a thick, white towel and runs a comb through my hair. Back in the bedroom, a neat pile of clothes waits for me. Someone must have brought them. Underwear and a nightgown. He dresses me carefully, efficiently, and then picks me up in his arms.

      For a minute, I’m exactly where I want to be. Somehow, I’ve always wanted this, even before I knew it. His heartbeat is strong and steady, and he smells so good.

      It doesn’t last.

      Zeus puts me into his giant bed, which is neat and clean, the pillows stacked up on each other like they would be at a fancy hotel. He pulls the comforter tight over my legs and tucks it in then sits down next to me.

      Feelings hover in the air.

      Mine are a train wreck. I don’t know what his are.

      Distraction, maybe. His eyes settle on mine, but they don’t stay focused.

      I put out a hand and touch his face.

      He has a strong face. His bones, I mean. They’re cut sharp, and the breath that escapes from his full lips is just short of a sigh. I don’t know what I’m doing, but it feels right. Some things feel right but aren’t. I don’t care what this is.

      Zeus reaches up for my hand and puts it back in my lap. I like it better when he leans closer, because then all I can see is him. There’s no king’s apartment in a whorehouse or back-alley sunset or anything else. His lips brush against my ear. “Stay here.”

      Then he leaves.

      It’s a long time before I can shake myself back to reality. It takes all of my willpower to snap the blankets back and get out of bed.

      I don’t know what I’m looking for when I go into his closet, but once I’m there, it’s obvious—the paintings.

      There’s the woman with paint on her body and a determined expression. But there are others too. The painting called Possession is the first in an arrangement of nine paintings. It’s the bottom-right one. A neat square, in Zeus’s neat closet.

      They’re gorgeous.

      And they’re more mysterious than anything I’ve seen here.

      What kind of man hides paintings in his closet? And paintings like this? Each one of them is a small masterpiece. And I have no idea what they have in common.

      The second one, next to Possession, is of a man whose eyes are almost black. It would be easy to get drawn into them, if a person had the courage to look. Even lingering on the painting makes me feel like he’s looking back. A shadow at his feet could be part of the landscape, or—is that a dog? The tag in the corner of the painting reads Like Father.

      Like Father. Like son, is how that goes. The hairs on the back of my neck stand up. I’ve never seen a picture of Hades before. But the title of the paining—it has to mean something.

      Next to Hades is a scene in blue. At first, I think it’s only shades of blue, but then the image resolves itself into a man, swimming in an endless ocean. Swimming or drowning? He looks like he’s at peace.

      “You have to stop coming in here.”

      Reya’s voice freezes me in place.

      “I know,” I tell her. And I will. After tonight, I won’t have any choice. She stands in the closet door with a gown over her arm. “Is that for me?”

      “Yes.” She presses her lips together. “Everybody else is at the party. You should be there too.”

      A wild hope takes wing. Does she mean I should be there for Zeus? I can’t think of a way to ask that question, and Reya’s brisk about what she’s come here to do. We leave Zeus’s bedroom and go back to the spa, which is empty, the chairs waiting. Reya blows out my hair and creates a cloud of makeup that leaves me a hundred times more beautiful than I’ve ever been. Then she slips the gown over my head.

      It’s light, a gossamer thing that gives the illusion that it’s sheer. In reality, my body is covered. It’s an invitation.

      A tease.

      “There.” She looks me up and down one more time. “You’re beautiful.” She sounds almost sorry. Reya bends to kiss my cheek. “You’re ready.”
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      How does it go in the old stories? There was a princess. That’s enough for them to get started.

      I’m in the main room of Olympus, with all its tables and booths, all of it dressed up like a fucking ball. It shouldn’t be a surprise that Brigit has turned herself into Cinderella.

      I’m still surprised.

      And annoyed, because I gave her an order, and now she’s disobeying me. Tonight of all nights. I’m already on edge.

      Well. That’s the game we’re playing, isn’t it? She glows in the lights that the decorators have strung around the room, and my heart twists. She’s too hopeful for this. Too innocent, somehow. Despite what I’ve done to her. And I’ve done everything I wanted to do, everything another man will do to her later tonight. She learned to survive it.

      So, though I want very much to take her up to my bedroom and punish her for her disobedience, I don’t. I end the conversation I’m in and go to her, offering my hand at the last moment. Offering a smile.

      Brigit blushes.

      “It’s the perfect gown for you,” I tell her. She doesn’t trust the compliment, telling me so with narrowed eyes. “It is,” I insist. “Come. Let’s show it to all our guests.”

      Guests. Some of them are undoubtedly enemies.

      “Our guests?” She arches an eyebrow.

      “Some of them are here for you.” It’s a sidestep to her question. It’s only the first one of the night.

      “How are we going to do that?”

      I’m leading her through the room, and she’s rightfully turning heads. We stop every few feet so I can introduce her to another person, her name on their lips. Every man on her list is here tonight, some of them wrapped around other women while they bide their time. They’re keeping it relatively tame tonight. That doesn’t do a thing to disguise the lust in their eyes. “We’re going to dance.”

      Brigit misses a step, and I catch her, turning her toward the dance floor I’ve had set up at one end of the room. Music starts as I do it. The man who plays it over the in-house sound system has been paid to watch for opportune moments, like this one. It’s fifteen minutes past midnight. “We’re not dancing,” she says.

      “We are.”

      “No.”

      “We’re already dancing.”

      The fact of the matter is that I’m a good dancer. My father taught me to kill people, yes. He especially focused on killing prostitutes and other women who had crossed the wrong man. But he liked a little discretion. He liked being able to blend in. And blending in, on occasion, means being a good dancer. It’s possible to go places in the world while being a clumsy asshole, but it’s better to be just an asshole. Grace has its moments.

      Brigit’s face goes red, and she seems to realize suddenly that we are dancing. That I have a hand on the small of her back and her other hand in perfect position. That I’m turning her this way and that, letting the light shine on her from every direction.

      So they can see what they’re going to buy. And so I can see the men in the crowd.

      It’s not for me.

      It’s not because I’m entranced with the way she looks tonight. It’s not because I’m so desperate for her that I’d do anything to taste her right now. It’s not because I want her in my bed, and only in my bed, for the rest of her life. None of that is possible. None of that will ever be possible.

      “What are you thinking of?”

      I laugh. “What do you mean?”

      “Your eyes...” Brigit frowns. “You looked like you were thinking of something unbearably sad.”

      “Ah.” I spin her around, taking her smoothly across the floor, and another couple joins us, then another. “Nothing is unbearably sad, sweetheart. Emotions are such fleeting things.”

      “Are they?”

      “You’re standing here right now, aren’t you?” We turn again, and again. Brigit’s a good dancer too. She’s had some practice at some point in her life, or else she’s skilled at following. Not every woman is. Some of them want to lead so badly that they’ll make fools of themselves to do it. “Some feeling must have driven you here. I told you to stay in my bed. Tell me, Brigit. What was it?”

      Famous last words.
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      He’s just so good at dancing.

      He’s so comfortable in his body, so beautiful in his suit, so graceful. I saw him fight five men mere hours ago. I saw him rub his knuckles and then walk away, head up, like nothing happened. He’s a dangerous man. But here, on the dance floor, he looks like a dream. Light in his eyes, in his hair. He always looks like he’s standing in the sun.

      And the low question, the play of a smile on his lips, it does me in. The full weight of those fleeting emotions comes down hard on my heart, and all the plans I had for keeping my chin up and holding myself together tonight shatter and break. He’s asking me, in that voice of his, the one that makes me feel drunk on the sound.

      Maybe this night isn’t a nightmare.

      Maybe it is magic.

      “It wasn’t a feeling,” I point out. “It was Reya.”

      He narrows his eyes. “Was it?”

      Mistake—mistake. I shouldn’t have said anything. I should have pretended that she had nothing to do with it. Keep dancing. “I thought you sent her.”

      “You didn’t think. Otherwise, you’d have stayed in bed, where I put you.” Such light words, such little knives.

      “She came to get me.” I keep myself upright in his arms, barely. “And no, I didn’t fight her on it. I wanted—” Zeus twirls me out away from him, and it’s effortless. I don’t have to worry that he’s going to drop me. I don’t have to worry about losing my footing. I just do, and he brings me back to my place without his smile faltering. “I wanted to be near you,” I say simply, finally.

      Another low laugh. “You and everyone else in this room.”

      “No, I mean it.” There are more people around us now, but none of them are as good as he is at dancing. “That was the feeling that made me come here tonight. I wanted to be with you.” I can’t stop myself. “I care about you. So much.”

      He stops dead in the middle of the dance floor, and for a second, the room keeps spinning. It’s so abrupt that I feel myself fall into his hand. He keeps me upright, but part of me keeps falling and falling.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      
        
        Zeus

      

      

      What the fuck is she thinking?

      The hope in her eyes is an incandescent, awful thing.

      Brigit’s flushed, her pupils huge and dark, and she’s so close—so close. But no matter how beautiful she is, no matter how much I want her, she’ll never be anything but a whore.

      That’s true of her and all women.

      They can be well-paid, well-cared-for whores, but nothing more. My father taught me that. If they become anything more, then they’re a weakness, and weaknesses are best when they’re silent and compliant and most of all gone.

      I drop her hand. Breaking the connection between us is a shock to my burned-out soul. The step I take away from her is a knife to the gut. “You care about me?” I bite my lip to stifle a laugh. “I’m sorry, sweetheart. You’re not going to last long in this profession if you care about every customer.”

      The people around us are beginning to notice that something is wrong. They’re filtering away, disappearing into the dark corners of the room, and Brigit’s eyes follow them as they go. I see the beginnings of fear there, of hurt—and then she pulls herself upright and puts on her best face. “I don’t care about everyone,” she says, voice clear as a bell. “Only you.”

      I look her in the eyes before I do it.

      It’s the courteous thing to do.

      And then I take another step back, pulling a sheet of paper out of my pocket. The music fades out, and so do the conversations. They’ve been waiting for me, the people at this party. They are always waiting for me. “I have an announcement to make,” I tell them, shaking the paper so it opens. “Our newest girl, Brigit, has passed her training.”

      A swell of applause that feels like death rises around the tables, along with a few choice wolf-whistles.

      Brigit freezes. She manages a turn to one direction, but it’s clear she doesn’t know where to look. It doesn’t matter. They’ll pay for her whether she’s looking or not.

      “In the beginning, she was useless,” I announce, to a wave of laughter. “The first time she kissed me, I almost sent her back out to the street. But she was brave. I’ll give her points for that. And for coming on my fingers like such a good slut. Right there in the lounge, if you can believe it.” I’m dying. “And because it’s such a special night, let’s begin with this—the winning bid will also receive exclusive use of the lounge for the remainder of the party. Now… prepare yourselves, gentlemen. Whoever bids the highest will have her for the night. Other arrangements pending. We’ll start with a bid of twenty-five thousand.”

      It’s a joke. They know it. “A hundred!” someone calls out from a darker corner.

      “A hundred thousand,” I repeat. A hundred thousand dollars. Pitiful. It’s the minimum price for Brigit, and for my heart.

    

  







            26

          

          

      

    

    






Brigit

        

      

    

    
      I’ve been such a fool.

      Now I’m a fool having hot flashes in the middle of an empty dance floor while Zeus reads names from the list of men who also want exclusive use of the lounge. I don’t know which thing they want more—the lounge or me. The temperature of my skin rises then falls. My knees shake under the dress. I’d rather die than fall. They’d be on me in an instant. There would be no time to run. I’m in a room full of wolves, and the most dangerous one is circling me, accepting bids for my first night as one of the girls.

      Two hundred thousand.

      Three hundred thousand.

      “She cries when she comes,” Zeus comments, and the bid goes up to four hundred thousand. “It’s a pretty sight. I’d make her do it now, but she’d ruin all that lovely makeup.”

      “How does she feel?” The man’s voice is indistinct. They keep asking questions, but I never manage to see who it is. “Is she tight?”

      “So fucking tight.” Zeus laughs, and the room laughs with him. “I’ve never felt anything like it.”

      Five hundred thousand.

      What is he doing?

      “Did you leave anything for us?” Anticipation takes wing and flits around the room, which breathes with it. It’s the most terrifying sensation I’ve ever felt. Worse than the alley. Worse than running here. Worse than all of it. “Zeus, tell us.”

      He relishes this question.

      At least… I think he does. Something shifts in his eyes, a shadow, but it’s gone in a heartbeat. God, I’ve been such a fool. So stupid. I thought—I hoped—there was something between us. Something different, and special. I thought I felt it. I was wrong. He’s stepped in to save me more than once, and I thought… I thought….

      Thinking about it any more is going to crush me, but I can’t stop. I worry at the wound like it’s an actual stab to my belly. Is that blood dripping down to the floor or just the shattered remnants of my heart? I cast around for something to think about and come up with Zeus. His hands on my hips. His mouth on my mouth. His eyes searching mine. No. God—why? That’s not comforting. It was all fake. It was all a performance.

      “Did I leave anything for the rest of you?” Zeus turns from side to side, looking them all in the eye. “Are you asking if I’ve tasted her?”

      “Maybe,” calls the same man.

      “I have.” Zeus is so flippant about this, as if it wasn’t a world-changing thing that he did to me on his desk that day. “Sweet as fuck,” he says. “Sweet as honey, I should say.”

      Six hundred thousand.

      This place was supposed to be good for the women. Or if not good, then at least safer than the other alternatives. This doesn’t seem good. This seems very, very bad. And it’s not just me. The other girls gathered around the room look... unsettled. They’re not supposed to look horrified when they’re with clients, so the amount of eyebrows drawn together is not a good sign. Alicia’s jaw is set tight, her hands braced on a table.

      “I lied before,” Zeus pretends to admit. “I know what you’re really asking.”

      My face burns. There’s going to be nothing left for whoever bids the highest, because I will be nothing. I’ll fall through the floor to the center of the earth and burn up in a pit of lava.

      “Her asshole,” he says, and there—I’m dead. “It’s heaven to fuck. The way it grips, the way she cries….” He stares up at the ceiling, seeming overwhelmed at the memory. But then his eyes snap back down to the clients. It’s not the men who catch my attention though. It’s Savannah.

      She’s sitting closest to the dance floor. She should be the one with a straight face. But she looks sick at what’s happening to me. Mortified on my behalf.

      “The highest bidder tonight,” continues Zeus, “will be the second man to fuck her ass, and I can promise you, that’s a privilege worth paying for.”

      There’s too much noise after that to keep track of what’s happening. The bid keeps climbing and climbing, and with every heartbeat, I’m sure it’s over. It’s got to be over. I can’t do this, but I have to do this. This is what my life has come to.

      “One million,” says a man. I haven’t heard his voice before, but it sends shivers down my spine. He’s been waiting for the perfect moment.

      And then…

      “Any challengers?” Zeus gives them plenty of time. His jaw ticks. It’s subtle, but my heart beats faster at the sight of it.

      The silence is absolute, except for my own heart in my ears.

      He’s reading a name. “Lounge or upstairs?” Zeus calls over the chatter. “Ah, upstairs. The lounge will have to wait.” He gives a signal, and then there’s a hand on my elbow. It’s Reya, her expression impassive.

      “You have a few minutes,” she tells me. “Take advantage of it.”

      How? How am I supposed to take advantage of it? All I can do is follow her up to the main floor, to the beautiful rooms that I stupidly envied before. Reya ushers me into one and throws open the wardrobe. “There’s plenty to wear,” she says. “I’d stay in that until you know what his preferences are. The bid is for the rest of the night; he has until dawn with you. Zeus will be making other arrangements downstairs, so when you’re finished, you can come to his office.”

      “I—”

      Reya squeezes my hand. “You’ll be fine.”

      And then she’s gone.

      I run for the door with a vague plan of sprinting until I reach the ocean or the other side of the country, but it flies open in my hand.

      “I can’t believe he did that to you,” Savannah says, her voice tight with anger. “That was sick. Are you okay?”

      “Are you okay? Did something happen to you?” Of all the unbelievable things, Savannah coming to check on me is the least plausible. I’m shaking with adrenaline and half-formed plans. “Why are you here?”

      “Look.” She puts a hand in a hidden pocket of her dress and comes up with a small foil packet. “Take this in the next minute, and you should be relaxed for... for the night. Okay? Just try not to fight it too much.”

      “Fight what?”

      “Fight him on what he wants. He’ll be up here any minute. The man who bought you—he likes when you’re quiet, and you just take what’s coming.” The expression that crosses her face tells me that what’s coming won’t be pleasant. “Just imagine it’s someone else. You can do this.” Savannah pulls me into a giant hug, which I accept as gracefully as a piece of plywood. A hug? What is going on? Who is this man? “I’m sorry I was such a bitch,” she whispers, and then she lets go and heads for the door.

      “Wait—”

      She does not wait.

      The door closes behind her with a soft, final thud. I don’t know how to time this so that there won’t be anyone in the hallway. If Savannah’s still out there—if the man who bought me is out there—I’ll be screwed. A wild laugh hurts my throat. I’m screwed either way. My legs feel frozen in place, my hands pinned to my thighs, and all that practice with faking orgasms has come to nothing. There’s no way; there’s just no way…

      The window behind me shatters.

      I cover my head on instinct, and by the time I straighten up, they’re on top of me. Three of them. Dark clothes. Ropes at the ready.

      This time, I’m prepared.

      Heartbroken, and prepared.

      If he’s not going to stop them, then what choice do I have? It’s this, or the man who bought me, the man I don’t want.

      “Don’t bother with those.” I gesture to the ropes. “I won’t fight you this time.”

      It won’t save me anyway.

      Only Zeus can save me, but he wants to sell me to the highest bidder. He only cares about the money. I can’t keep pretending this is better than being sold to my uncle.

      The first one has a gag and he comes forward with it. “In case you change your mind,” he says, and then it’s in my mouth, and then it’s too late. He picks me up, not quite as easily as Zeus would, and they take me out the window.

      I’m being carried down the side of the building when the door to the room opens. “What the fuck?” It’s a man’s voice, but not Zeus’s. A client being deprived of his purchase. Because his purchase is being placed into the back of a van. The flooring is covered with a thin layer of industrial carpet, and my ass protests.

      One of the men stands over me to shut the doors, and the other two climb into the front, and it starts, and it’s moving.

      The van rumbles along a street.

      It comes to a stop and I lose my balance, my head hitting the side of the van. I wait for the doors to be torn open. For Zeus to rip the car apart with his bare hands. For him to take back what he said to all those men. For a miracle.

      There’s no miracle.

      We trundle forward again. One more turn. Another. Another. And then an acceleration. We’re getting on the highway. I don’t know which direction we’re going. Anywhere—we could be going anywhere.

      They’re silent as we go over the familiar bumps on the highway. I think of Zeus’s eyes. Being carried in his arms. The beat of his heart. The road is like that too—a heart beating. He’s not here, it says. He’s not here. Zeus is not here.
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        * * *

      

      Thank you so much for reading RICHER THAN GOD! Find out what happens during the fall of Olympus in SWEETER THAN SIN. With Brigit held captive and Zeus’s world collapsing, all bets are off…and the fates intervene.

      One-click SWEETER THAN SIN!

      You can also read Hades’ story right now in KING OF SHADOWS!
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      "Breathtaking, intense, and scorching hot, King of Shadows is the modern myth I've been waiting for." –Skye Warren, New York Times bestselling author

      I'll get away from Hades–I have to. Even if it costs me everything. And it will cost me everything.

      He takes me in the middle of the night, his eyes cruel in the moonlight. It's a deal, he says. My life for another.

      I expect him to kill me. He doesn't.

      I expect him to lock me away. He doesn't.

      What happens is next is darker than midnight.

      And worst of all?

      I like it.
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      Amelia Wilde is a USA TODAY bestselling author of steamy contemporary romance and loves it a little too much. She lives in Michigan with her husband and daughters. She spends most of her time typing furiously on an iPad and appreciating the natural splendor of her home state from where she likes it best: inside.

      Need more stories like this one in your life? Sign up for my newsletter here and receive access to subscriber-only previews, giveaways, and more!

      Follow me on BookBub for new release alerts!

      Still can’t get enough? Join my reader’s group on Facebook and enter the party today!

      See you on the other side! <3
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      P.S. There’s more where that came from!

      Are you in the mood for wounded warrior heroes with huge hearts? Read BEFORE SHE WAS MINE, free everywhere!

      Do New York billionaires strike your fancy? Read about the irresistibly intriguing men of the Purple Swan, starting with DIRTY RICH, free for a limited time!

      And don’t miss my favorite sweet, angsty, hilarious single dad hero in SINGLE DAD’S WAITRESS, first in my laugh-out-loud Main Street Single Dads series! Read FREE today!
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