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Zeus

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Seventeen years ago

      

      

      A hand on my shoulder breaks me away from the conversation I’ve been having in the main ballroom. It’s a nervous touch. Light as a feather. The other men at the table continue the discussion about their various tax shelters but their eyes look toward whoever is standing next to me.

      I pretend not to know who it is.

      When I turn toward her, the nervousness in her touch is echoed across her face. Wide, brown eyes. A tentative smile. She’s cute for a whore. Devastatingly, painfully cute. Dark hair, shining waves, a curvy body in a red dress. She clutches a tumbler in her hand, ice still frozen and clinking in the whiskey. Like all good whores, she keeps that smile on her face even while she cuts glances at the men around the table. “Your father’s busy,” she says.

      The drink and the whisper and the smile are all signs. They’re all a bid for assistance, which my father never gives. I roll my eyes at the rest of the table and stand up. “I have to take care of this.”

      “Put her in her place, Zeus.” The man who says this has evil in his eyes. I know what he does to the women here. It takes them a full week to recover.

      “What else would I do?” To prove it I put a hand on the back of her neck and haul her along with me toward one of the exits. “Give me that.”

      She presses the glass into my hand. It burns going down, one swallow, and then I toss it at a waiter with a decimated tray of hors d’oeuvres.  “I’m sorry,” she says. “I didn’t want to interrupt you, but—”

      “But what?” I don’t bother to look at her, even when she trips on the carpet and only manages to catch herself at the last second. I’d let her fall. If it came to that, I would let her fall. “You thought you needed me?” I shove open the door to the outer hall and pull her across it. Her legs are so much shorter that it’s a struggle for her to keep up with me. Her feet are slipping in her kitten heels. We go across to an access hall, shadowed and empty at this time of night. All the way to the very end. The wall bumps out a few feet and I push her into that space. “What could you possibly need from me?”

      I haul her up the length of my body until she’s face to face with me, her arms slung helplessly over my shoulders and lips a bare inch from mine. She scrambles to get her legs up, finding purchase around my hips, and I give her a shake. “Tell me.”

      “A kiss,” she whispers.

      “Ah, fuck,” I tell her, and then I give her what she wants while she laughs, the sound muffled in the dark. She’s so fucking cute. When we come up for air she presses her face into the side of my neck and sighs. “Were you scared?”

      “No.” Katie turns her head and licks over the curve of my jaw to the bottom of my ear. “I was close, though. I almost believed you.”

      We’ve been playing this game for four months. It is strictly against my personal policy to get involved with any of my father’s property but she’s the first one to make me laugh. She’s the first one to make me feel like I’m not a burned-out husk of a killer. She’s the first one to look at me like I’m not my father’s son. “We’ll be gone soon,” I promise, for what I hope is the last time. “Then we won’t have to play like this.”

      She pushes back so I can see her face. “What if I want to play like this?”

      “Do you think I’ll just give you whatever you want?”

      Katie kisses me, light and fleeting. “Yes.”

      “You’re right.”

      I kiss the side of her neck and she shivers. “Tonight, then?”

      Tonight is when we’re supposed to leave. To disappear. We won’t take anything with us, except the bank cards to a secret account I have and enough cash to make it without the accounts if necessary. It’s supposed to be my father’s big reveal of our new business partnership, with me taking over the whorehouse while he keeps the rest of the city in a chokehold. But I know he’ll never really let go of this place. And I don’t want it. I haven’t wanted it for months, for years. There are other ways to have what I want.

      I have her now.

      Katie presses her mouth to mine, her tongue flicking across my bottom lip. It’s nothing, comparatively, to what I’ve done with other women but it doesn’t matter. Every time she touches me I come back from the brink. Without her, I have no doubt, I would be nothing but my father. Or I would be nothing.

      “We could go now.” The urge to leave is so strong. The exit to our right pulls on my sleeve. “Right now. We could leave, and be gone by the time—”

      “I can’t,” she giggles. “I have one more client. He’s a regular.”

      “The old man?” I groan. “He’ll find another piece of ass.”

      “I’m his favorite piece of ass.” She kisses my nose and my cheek. “And he tips well. It’s forty-five minutes, and he won’t take that long. I’ll meet you back here when I’m done.” Katie tries to scramble back down to the floor but I don’t let her. Not at first. I kiss her first. Slow. Soft. Who cares if that old fuck is waiting for her.

      “Remember,” I warn. “Don’t—”

      “Don’t bring anything but my purse,” she says. “You worry too much. It’s as easy as walking out the door.” Then she wriggles insistently enough that I do put her down. I lean against that exit, which won’t open unless I put in the security code.

      “I’m not worried.” I love you. I’m not going to tell her now. I’ll have a lifetime to tell her. “Don’t keep me waiting.”

      “I would never.” She blows me a kiss and sashays down the hall, picking up speed as she turns the corner, curls bouncing. Smile on.

      I count several minutes before I make my way back. I’ve just stepped into the hall when something moves in the corner of my eye.

      “Happy birthday,” says my sister. The hairs on the back of my neck leap upward. Demeter isn’t allowed in the whorehouse. She never has been. But here she is, wearing a silver dress to match her eyes, her own curls a riot down her back. Someone’s done her makeup. “How does it feel to be twenty-one?”

      “How does it feel to be abandoning your own child?” I won’t give her the satisfaction of seeing how much her presence unnerves me. “Where is she, Demeter? Did you leave her alone again?”

      She scoffs. “Abandoning my child. Please. Haven’t you heard of a babysitter?”

      “Then you’ve come to make some extra money.”

      Her eyes flash. “I was invited to your party, asshole. The least you could do is say thank you.”

      “Thank you for coming to my party.” I show her my teeth. She of all people should recognize that smile for what it is. “Speaking of the party, let me take you in. There’s nothing happening out here in the hall.”

      It’s a challenge, and she knows it, but she doesn’t mention the fact that she saw Katie. She must have. There’s no doubt in my mind that she’s been lurking out here. And if my sister is lurking, then there are actions to be taken. Get Katie out of that room, for one. Cause a distraction, for another. Demeter slips her arm through mine. “Yes, let’s,” she says. “I like the music.”

      Bullshit. She likes plants and silence and murder. I escort her into the ballroom and she grins, smiling so wide, as if she can stand this kind of place. If my father invited her, then I have no idea why. He hates the thought of her within view of other people. Get her out, get her out. I ignore the small voice and Demeter turns and disappears into the crowd. She’s been here just long enough for people to see her.

      I rejoin the table I was at, where nothing has changed. Another drink is waiting. I don’t touch it. My heart beats too fast to keep up with my racing thoughts. I didn’t see her in the hall, so she couldn’t have been close enough to hear what we said.

      Forty-five minutes. That’s all. Forty-five minutes and I’ll be gone.

      I make it twenty-five before I excuse myself, pretending to be just this side of too drunk, too loud, too happy. My father’s men pat me on the back as I go. “Come back so we can sing to you,” one says.

      “Sing to me?” I laugh in his face. “No singing.”

      He looks around the table as I leave. I don’t fucking like that. There’s some plan here that I’m unaware of. I stop several times on the way out to see if someone will reveal it. Too many covert smiles. Too many winks and nudges. What the fuck? My father is watching—I can feel him from here, where he sits at the side of the room in an enormous chair with two thick arms. It’s meant to look like a throne. He doesn’t need a throne to be a wicked king. On the last stop I turn and catch his eye. He raises a glass to me, his expression watchful. I raise a random glass from the table back to him.

      I abandon it on the way out.

      She’s not in the hall. No cause for concern. The booking was for forty-five minutes. Katie only thought she’d get done early. I wander into the lounge for another ten. This time, another one of the whores approaches, and I kill seven minutes pretending to scold her so her potential client has time to crawl into a corner and pass out from his drug of choice. “He’s out,” I hiss. “Find somewhere else to be.” She scampers away and I go back to the end of the hall.

      No Katie.

      Every heartbeat hurts. There is a car waiting three blocks from here. Everything is set. I didn’t tell her about it, because I didn’t want anyone to know. There’s no chance that anyone knows. All we have to do is walk away. Fuck. Where is she?

      It’s not unusual for me to go up to the second floor, where the whores entertain. Every noise from behind those doors is an assault. None of them are coming from her. No hushed laugh, no profuse thank yous, no door opening to let her out. They can stay in these rooms, if they want, but there is a separate wing around the back where they sleep. I’m almost to the turn when a door opens. A redhead scuttles out, tugging her dress down from where it’s hitched around her waist. Not her.

      There’s only one set of rooms left between me and the hall.

      One of the doors is open.

      Horror creeps up my back. If a door is open here, the lights are on. This one is slightly ajar, and all I can see inside is darkness. Don’t, something warns. Don’t, don’t. I put my hand flat on the door. It swings in with no effort, no squeak on the hinges. An empty room. I’m just walking into an empty room.

      At first it is empty. There’s nothing but moonlight and shadow in here. The knot in my stomach dissolves. An empty room. Katie’s going to laugh when I tell her this.

      My eyes adjust to the light.

      Hades would have seen this earlier, the figure on the bed. The dark curls on the pillow. The red dress leached of all its color.

      The glassy eyes. Staring, staring, staring.

      It’s a steady walk to the side of the bed. I have lived a lifetime of looking tall and strong while I’m in hell and this is no different. No different except for the crush in my chest, a sharp pain. My lungs have collapsed. They can’t get any air. I kneel down to get closer and it’s a mistake because from this close up I can see that she’s dead. She’s dead. Not a whisper of breath. No rise and fall to her chest. Dead.

      My own breath comes back, too fast and hard, and I swallow the urge to be sick. “Katie,” I whisper. Just blink and say it’s a joke. “Oh, fuck. You’re—you’re all right. It’s okay. You’re all right.” Wake up, wake up. I risk putting my fingertips to her wrist. There’s no pulse there.

      She’s already going cold.

      I know what happened, can sense it, before I put my lips to hers.

      I can taste the poison there.

      It’s as easy as walking out the door. Part of me will never walk out this door. Part of me will always be here, dying too. My ribs collapse one by one, crumpling under the weight of what must be grief. I’ve seen it before on my brother’s face. I never knew. I never fucking knew. All I know now is who did this, who did this.

      He’s sitting downstairs now, looking over his kingdom. He’s the only one who would do this. That’s all he does. He takes the things people love and he crushes the life out of them.

      Katie’s throat is untouched. No markings. She’s just lying here, like she went to sleep. Except for that stare.

      I can’t stay here. My knees don’t want to support my weight but I get up anyway and kiss her forehead. “I love you,” I whisper into her ear. “Please.”

      No reply.

      They’ll be coming for me soon, if they’re not already. I won’t give them the pleasure of witnessing this.

      In the hall, life continues as usual. Men fuck whores in the bedrooms. They cry and scream and pretend. I’m nothing, passing by in a new suit, nothing but rage and fire. It burns. It chars my bones and my skin and licks at my eyes. I’m on a pyre, thinking of her face, all the way to the ballroom where I will kill my father. In front of all these people. I don’t care. There is nothing to care about here.

      I’m in the middle of the music and the crowd and the hushed laughter when the scene finally registers.

      My father, sitting in his chair, leaning to the side.

      Demeter, perched on the arm, whispering in his ear.

      The sound in the room cuts out, then floods back in. My father stands. I can tell, I can fucking tell, that he knows what he did. Or what Demeter did. He must be able to see it on my face.

      So I don’t let it show. I blink, slow, and grin at him, cocking my head to the side. Like I’m not going to crumple to the floor. Like I don’t want to scream. Like my muscles are not working overtime to keep me in this spot instead of killing him. And all around us, his whores in their dresses, watching. I am surrounded by his men. If I try to kill him now, then what is the logical next step? He’ll kill them all. One by one. Katie was a promise. My father keeps his promises.

      He raises a glass, and people hush. “To my son.” The howling in my head won’t stop. “Let’s congratulate him on his new position.”

      They do. It’s a dull roar that makes it impossible to think of anything else. A cruel echo. How many of them know? How many of them can see?

      It can’t get any worse.

      Then Demeter slinks forward to the front of my father’s chair and clears her throat. She presses both hands to her chest, smiling, and then gives a harrowingly innocent giggle. “I came to lead us in song,” she says. “Happy birthday, big brother.”

      They’ve planned this. It’s obvious by the way they all start singing, even before Demeter does. I’m required by circumstance to stay on my feet and refrain from murdering all of them while every cell screams for her. While I laugh to cover it up. While Katie gets colder upstairs. Happy fucking birthday to me.
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      Xavier Morris is the first one to try and ruin the evening. He bursts into the ballroom red-faced and angry, which I anticipated.

      I did not plan to give him Brigit. I would never. I know what happened upstairs, and I know he will not be happy, but it’s my turn to wear a perturbed expression. The chief of police cuts his way through the crowd with his elbows out. By the time he reaches the dais on the side of the room, where I have sprawled myself across my chair, he’s purple. “What the fuck was that?”

      I put down an empty glass that never had a drink in it and peer at him. “Brigit understood the terms of the deal. Did she try to negotiate?”

      “She got taken,” he spits. “Right in front of me. I walked into that room to find broken glass and a team carrying her out. What the fuck are you—”

      I’m on my feet, letting rage color my own face. “What do you mean, taken?” I took her. I fucking took her. I have people all around this building and I have people outside and I had them break the window and carry her outside. “What the hell are your people doing, Xavier? This was part of our deal. You didn’t have anyone on the perimeter?”

      “Of course I have people on the perimeter.” He’s spitting the words through clenched teeth, leaning in close, but he’s not as tall as I am and he never will be. And he’s in my property. “I bought her. I’ve already paid.”

      I stare at him until he blinks. My head of security will be coming now to give me the news. He’ll be at my side in three, two, one— “Zeus.” It’s easy enough to take my attention from the furious gaze of the chief of police and look at James, who is wealthy and almost sickeningly handsome. I am positive he works security for me for the amusement. He doesn’t particularly need me, which is why we have such a lovely relationship. “There’s been a situation.”

      I take him by the front of that suit and yank him close. “Is this fucker lying to me?”

      It’s a show. It’s an act. And James plays his part. “A window on the second floor. Breached. One of the women has been taken.” James does not flinch when I tighten my fist around the fabric and pretend to consider killing him. “We had people on the ground, but they were distracted.”

      “Distracted by what?” Distracted by the car accident I planted on the corner. “What’s more important than doing your fucking job?”

      “A traffic accident. We’ve got people looking for her already.”

      “My clients are impatient.” This gets me mild approval from Xavier Morris. “They are being deprived of their purchases.” I am being deprived of Brigit. I let go of James’s jacket and push him a step back. “Fix this. Now.”

      “Do you want us to clear the building?”

      “No,” I keep my voice low and deadly. Nothing will disrupt the dancing or the drinking or the dinners. “Leave them, and get my property back under this roof.” I wait until James has retreated into the crowd, and then I rearrange my face into a less-bothered expression. As if I do not particularly care that Brigit was kidnapped. As if the money changing hands tonight is all that matters to me. On any other night, that would be true. Xavier lifts his chin. “You have people on this?”

      “I have people on it now.” The air between us shifts. For all the power Xavier thinks he has, I have more. I make a show of bribing him, of putting money in his pockets, but it’s not me who needs him to live. He needs me. “I thought your building was better secured than this.”

      I pat him on the shoulder. “And I thought your men would make this place untouchable.”

      He curses. “They were supposed to.” A glint in his eye, a flash of worry. “I’m not leaving until this is resolved.”

      “Of course not.” I let out a breath. “You’ll have to accept my apology for the inconvenience.” He doesn’t trust this. He shouldn’t. But he nods anyway. “In the meantime, I have a diversion.”

      Ah—there she is. Reya, with her hand on Savannah’s wrist, coming in from one of the side entrances. I see the moment when Savannah realizes what’s happening, see her eyes go wide and the way she tries to take a step back. And then the whispered conversation. Reya’s lips form the words if you want to stay.

      Savannah blinks, tears in her eyes, and then they’re gone. She’s learned at least one lesson in her time here. This will be the rest of her punishment for what she did to Brigit. This way, I can keep an eye on her while the delicate part of my plans for the evening take place. Really, Xavier Morris will be keeping an eye on her. She won’t be able to escape him. There is no refusing him this time. Reya brings her in close. He turns to see her at the last moment. It’s not what he wanted. He wanted Brigit.

      But he’ll take Savannah.

      Olympus’s Judas whore puts on a shy smile, waving her fingers at Morris, stealing a glance at me. She’ll get a bonus for this. I confirm it with a shallow nod. “Would you like to go somewhere quieter?” Savannah offers her hand to Xavier, and he takes it. The man throws one more look over his shoulder as they leave, his phone already pressed to his ear.

      I drop back into my chair and stare out over the party. Reya sits primly in the second one, the one where Persephone sat the night she came to visit me.

      The night I brought her to visit me.

      It doesn’t matter.

      “We’ve cleared the hallway, yes?”

      “Of course we have. And there are men stationed at either side now, and below the windows.”

      “Savannah?”

      “She didn’t play a part. She tried to give Brigit something to relax her, but that was all she did. No contact with the kidnappers.”

      Good. That means my constant surveillance hasn’t failed. No rumors got out about anything but the auction. The auction was meant to be a semi-public event.

      “Any signs of Lowell?” John Lowell, Brigit’s uncle and fiancé, was supposed to be at the event tonight. Coming to purchase her from me was the most obvious move for him, and it was Plan A. I said enough about her to enrage him, to draw him out, to force an argument. He didn’t take the bait.

      Reya sweeps her eyes across the room. “No.”

      So he didn’t take the bait because he’s not here.

      An old fear crawls down to the base of my spine and takes root. Here, in this ballroom where everything is luxe and clean and expensive, it’s the easiest for that fear to return. In a way, I am still standing in the middle of the room, listening to people sing happy birthday and feeling the very last of my humanity bleed out. The fact that John Lowell did not attend tonight isn’t an omen. It’s just one of the many turns this evening could have taken.

      “When will we have confirmation?”

      Reya consults the slim watch she wears on her wrist. “Forty-five minutes.”

      Hearing her say it is like being hit by a tsunami when one is expecting a dry day in the desert. I choke on it, my body reacting. Heart seizing up. I laugh through a sputtering cough. Reya gives me a sidelong glance. “People are looking at you.”

      I grin at her, eyes damp from the coughing. “Don’t you ever breathe wrong?” Don’t you ever stop breathing? “Stay with me.”

      I want to run out into the street to the agreed-upon safe house, where I will be able to retrieve Brigit in a few days. There will be no missing persons report filed with the police. There will only be increased vigilance, since her uncle is still waiting to make his move. All I need is to know that she’s there, and then we can get on with our lives.

      Rumors about her kidnapping are already spreading. People give me concerned looks, their brows furrowing, the corners of their mouths turning down. But they don’t ask. In this business, it’s better not to know. Knowing things can make you an accessory. I am not known for turning people into accessories. I’m known for discretion. Their faces relax when I turn the conversation to the newer girls, to the properties for sale nearby, to the music. I dance with one woman who’s here because she’s the mayor’s mistress. He has his fun upstairs while she deals with the men downstairs. She laughs and laughs, telling me secrets because she can’t help herself.

      Every minute is a shallow cut. By the end of this I’ll be a bloody mess, and I planned this.

      The mayor’s wife shows no evidence that Demeter has gotten to her, or that there was talk of a disruption tonight. I’ve kept it contained. It will be fucking fine.
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        * * *

      

      “May I cut in?”

      It’s Reya, cutting in on the mayor’s mistress some indeterminate time later, so I press a kiss to her knuckles and wink at her. “Business to discuss,” I say. She blushes and heads back to her table, and Reya steps in. I have never seen her look so careful in all the time she’s been here. I’ve seen her lots of other ways. Never like this.

      This is not a shallow cut. It’s a bold slice, slipped through the ribs with enough force to stop my heart. “Zeus,” she says. I take her around the outer edge of the dance floor, people’s faces melting into one another. I taught her how to dance shortly after she first arrived. It made her a sought-after escort for men who like to have dates around the city, not just at the whorehouse. There’s an element of tension here. Not her usual games. Reya will flirt with me whenever it suits her, whenever there’s a performance to be put on, but there is no flirtation in her eyes.

      “Is there some sort of delay?”

      Let it be just a delay.

      “No.”

      On the next turn I catch sight of James at one of the exits, framed by the door. His face is drained of color. A laugh tears its way out of me. “Tell me, Reya.”

      “There were others outside.” Her voice is so even, as if she knows this is a killing blow. I can still feel the press of the carpet in that room against my knees. I can still feel the absence of Katie’s heartbeat under my fingertips. “They knew to follow the van. We lost two of our men. The last one is in the emergency room with four stab wounds. We were his first call.”

      My hands tighten around her back, and now it’s Reya who has to pretend to be leading. I’ve lost the thread of the dance. Of everything. My heart is outside my body. A heart can’t work outside a body. That’s a fact of life. It’s fitting that I should die here, in this place. I’ve already died once. Of course it would happen again.

      I am not looking at her when I manage to speak again. “Is she alive.”

      “As far as we know.”

      It’s not enough to force a real breath into my lungs. “What the fuck happened?” I sound so normal. So calm. I steer us toward the other side of the dance floor. Plan. Get out. Find her. Tear down the city until I find her.

      Reya pulls me off to the side, both hands on the front of my jacket. She has done this a thousand times, for this reason or that, and even in this horrified haze I’m impressed with her. “You can’t leave. I can see you trying to leave.”

      It’s only in this moment that I realize the facade has slipped. That my face is hot, that everything about me is tense. This is the kind of display I never put on at the whorehouse. Fucking. Never. But I can’t stop. I also can’t breathe. “I own the city. I believe I’ll do whatever the fuck I want.”

      She gives the jacket a shake. It’s a sign that I’m not myself. Normally Reya would have no effect, but she manages to move me a few inches. “If you go out there now, everyone will know. It will cause more unrest in the city. It will put all the girls at risk. All of us. You can’t go after her.”

      The connections between the people in this room and the people outside are an enormous, glittering web. I’m in the middle. I’m always in the middle. What happens when the center doesn’t hold? The rest collapses.

      “Then. What.”

      “James. In a room. You can’t do this yourself.”

      “The fuck I can’t.”

      “You can’t,” she insists. “Look.”

      So I do. I look at all the people I’ve gathered here tonight, drinking and dancing and selling themselves and being bought. The moment they know there’s a disruption, that my hands are not on the wheel, is the moment that this place descends into chaos.

      The women would be on their own.

      “Get everyone we need.” Reya lets go of my jacket and turns away. I catch her by the wrist. If anyone is watching, they’ll think we’re about to begin dancing again. I can’t breathe. “You—”

      “I know,” she says. “Keep it quiet.”

      “Hurry,” I tell her. “Hurry.”
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      The meeting room is off the main ballroom.

      It was specifically designed for this purpose.

      The last time I used it, it was to plan a brotherly assault on Hades’ mountain while business transactions continued outside the door. James has someone standing outside, but even if a client wandered in, they wouldn’t find anything that suggests sensitive information. They’d find a smaller version of my lounge. Reya brings in drinks and replaces them periodically to maintain the illusion that I’m having a private gathering and not fucking dying on the inside.

      James puts a tablet in front of me first thing so I can watch in crystal clear detail as one of the tires blows out on the front of the van. This wouldn’t be a problem in isolation, obviously, but it wasn’t in isolation.

      The people shooting the guns don’t look trained. They look lucky. My guess is that if Brigit’s uncle is behind this—and I am certain he is—that he’s reached down to the dregs of society, who are unlikely to have papers or people to care about them. This was a quick score for the evening. Cash in their pockets. Guns in their hands. No long-term agreement.

      I watch my third man escape.

      I watch Brigit get taken out of the van and shoved into the back of a sedan that is the very picture of nondescript.

      I’m watching the end of my world.

      “License plate?”

      “I have contacts on it now,” James tells me. “They’re outside city limits.”

      “Going what direction?”

      “North.”

      “Fuck.” The room rocks under my chair, but I will die before I let on that panic has already overflowed its boundaries. I shove it back down with a few well-placed blows to the head. This is a lost asset, nothing more. “I want other updates.”

      There are three men and two women in the room with me. And Reya, who is my shadow, hugging the wall in her evening gown and watching everything. Hearing everything. A slim notebook rests in the crook of one of her elbows, and every now and again she writes something down.

      She is the only person who knows that notetaking is the first skill to desert me in times of stress.

      “The rest of the city,” I say, and they seem like they all breathe at the same time, settling back into their places, faces lit up by screens. “What do we know?”

      If I’m wrong, if it’s not the uncle, then it could be someone else. There are plenty of people in the city who resent what I’ve done, and what I continue to do. Very few of them are reckless enough to attack me directly in this way.

      “There’s nothing on the police channels,” offers James. “No connection to the police.”

      “That would be an extraordinary leap for him.” I lean back in my chair and try to look relaxed. Who knows if they buy it. “We took all the usual precautions.”

      A dark look from James at this. I took more than the usual precautions. I didn’t tell him the full plan until half an hour before the party started. There’s no possible way that one of my people leaked this. They couldn’t have. No one knew.

      “We need to discuss the judge,” James says, folding his hands over his tablet. “I think there’s an argument to be made in favor of...an indirect response.”

      “What the fuck would that mean?” If the judge has taken something that belongs to me, then there is no such thing as an indirect response. I take it back, or I kill him, or both. “You want to set up a meeting for Monday morning and negotiate?”

      “No.” He flips the tablet around and shows me the guest list for the evening. My mind automatically sorts them, lighting up the connections between each name in black and white.

      Owning a whorehouse is mostly bookkeeping. And the majority of that bookkeeping—unwitnessed by almost everyone—involves keeping meticulous track of the politics in the city. All of them. The gangs that war with each other. The businessmen in blood feuds. Secrets. Affairs. Those pieces of information flow into the building but most of them never resurface.

      Except for my purposes.

      I ignored John Lowell before, back when I got the police report, because I didn’t think there was any preemptive action to be taken. To refuse him entry would have been to advertise Brigit’s presence here.

      She asked me not to let him in.

      I rub absently at my breastbone while I look at the list. The pieces won’t fit together, not the way they usually do. And every second that ticks by is another second she gets farther away from me.

      From safety. The safety of the whorehouse, which is all I can offer her.

      Reya steps up to my side and looks down at the tablet with me. “There will be repercussions for the girls,” she says softly.

      I see it then.

      The bloc of men who have come to the whorehouse tonight. They all, in one way or another, have connections to John Lowell. Some of them are in the middle of complicated legal proceedings. Some of them are in other organizations with him.

      And some of them have daughters.

      Daughters who have found themselves in trouble with the law. Reya taps on four different names on the list. Then she puts her notebook down next to the tablet and opens it to a page filled with her neat writing.

      She went through the police report, and then she went looking for more.

      And fuck, did she find it.

      Brigit isn’t the only one who’s caught up in some kind of unsavory transaction with this man, which doesn’t altogether surprise me. He let me walk out of his courtroom with a slap on the wrist after Hades decided to antagonize me. Money speaks to him, but not as much as power does.

      And John Lowell’s favorite power to have is over younger women.

      So.

      To attack him without killing him will have consequences for some of my clients. To start a physical war with John Lowell would do the same. It would upset the balance of the city, which is already teetering under its bouts of random violence. The incidents have been piling up around the whorehouse for weeks.

      Since the day Demeter paid me a visit.

      “Have we managed to locate my sister?”

      “No,” James says.

      Not the answer I was hoping for. But there are people who want Brigit more than she does. One person. Brigit’s uncle. John Lowell. A thorn in my side, now an infected wound.

      “Are our teams in place along the perimeter?”

      I have people all over the city. All fucking over. Somehow John Lowell has managed to thread the needle and get Brigit out of the city. That doesn’t mean the consequences can’t begin here. In fact, they have to begin here, as a distraction.

      “Let’s make things interesting for the chief of police—an hour or two, and then I want it quiet.” One of the men gets up without another word and goes to do my bidding. I won’t know exactly what he puts into motion but this is also by design. The news will come back to me. It always does. And I will keep my deniability of power in place, like I always do. “And make trouble in the southeast district.”

      In the southeast, by the river, two rival cartels occupy their time with garden variety human trafficking. Our roles don’t often intersect, but when they do, it’s because they’ve taken an interest in one of the women who works for me. On occasion, one of them will get reckless enough to try and take one.

      Cover. It’s cover. If I’m retaliating against everyone, he’ll think I don’t know that he’s behind this.

      He’ll think I don’t know he has her.

      And I do know. Even without proof, I know.

      The night drags on and on and on. The party continues. There is no closing time at the whorehouse, only ebbs and flows, men coming and going. They don’t want to seem to leave tonight. On any other night, I would consider this a success. The longer they stay, the more money they spend. The more secrets they reveal.

      They are still in the ballroom when dawn breaks.

      There are times when my network is slow to respond. It is especially slow now.

      Of course it is.

      It’s killing me.

      I order attacks around the city. I order compromises. I send men out to the dark places to see if there’s information to be had there. It all bends to my will, aside from two elements.

      Demeter, who is hiding—or lying in wait.

      Brigit, who is lost.

      I create and put down an escalation between the cartels in the southeast. More bickering will have to wait, because if businessmen become consumed with asset protection they spend less of their time in my whorehouse. They become unstable. Reckless. Men under duress are more prone to pick up whores on the street. What they fail to understand is that those women are part of an ecosystem that offers no protection. Not from the women, and not from becoming entangled in far darker enterprises than mine.

      But desperate men will make desperate choices. Anything to ease the tension.

      I cannot afford to be desperate.

      “We have the car.” One of the other men, James’s second, peers down at the screen of his phone, then pinches at the screen. I can tell he’s manipulating a map. My blood races. If I could leave without causing an uproar, I would do it right now. If I could leave without compromising my business, I would.

      But I can’t. “Where is she?”

      No one blinks at she instead of it. The second—his name is utterly irrelevant now—names a smaller town to the north. Its only defining feature is a cathedral that the city’s upper crust like to frequent for their wedding ceremonies.

      My stomach fills with rocks and they pile up in my throat.

      The cathedral.

      For a wedding.

      Jesus, I’ve been blind.

      “Give me the exact location.”

      James takes his tablet back, then names the coordinates of the cathedral, the exits off the highway. “We could send people now.”

      The church is as corrupt as the police. All of them deal in money and power. If John Lowell wants a wedding tomorrow—or fuck forbid, tonight—then all he has to do is pay the priest. At this hour of the night, the priest may be tired. He may not want to get out of his bed to marry them.

      Rushing out of here now will give me away.

      It won’t just give me away. It will give everything away. The moment the city knows the value of the women here is the same moment that all of this crumbles and falls. A panicked man cannot be trusted to be discreet. Nothing can ever bother me.

      And worse—

      It wouldn’t make a difference.

      “Lost it.” James curses. “Off a side street. We’re going to have to send someone in person. If any of our men leave—”

      “Hades,” says Reya.

      “You’re out of your fucking mind.”

      “No, I’m not.” She straightens up in her chair. “He’s closest. It’s morning. They could have the ceremony any time, but I think there’s still a window.”

      “A window.”

      “Guests.” Another list, next to my palm. “He’ll want witnesses. He’ll want a show.”

      A show, because if everyone in the city watches him marry her, then he’ll have one single advantage over me.

      It won’t have anything to do with money.

      It has to do with reputation.

      I have cultivated mine with extreme care over the years. I’ve allowed rumors about bastard children to flare up and burn out. They don’t exist. I’ve allowed rumors about my alleged cruelty to the women, because they will provide the evidence for themselves. Every night, without fail, I appear in the ballroom or the lounge. I am in charge of everything. Nothing happens without my express permission. I’m always here. The whorehouse turns around me. The world, according to these people, turns around me.

      Because.

      The one thing I have never done is steal.

      I have taken deals that were advantageous to me, yes. I have offered places to women who were wanted elsewhere, yes. But I have never stolen a man’s wife.

      In the end, that’s what stands between all of the women here, all of the clients, and destruction.

      I am the richest man in the city, bar none. That makes me an endangered species. With enough coordination between the rest of them there would be consequences.

      All this means that Reya is right, and I hate it. Hate. It burns off a layer of my skin and scorches my gut. Everything. Everything burns. Reya puts a drink in my hand. Whiskey. It chases the same burn, edging it with alcohol, but it does nothing to dull the frustration, which blooms into anger like poison. I get up from my seat and pace toward the fireplace.

      Lives are so fragile, aren’t they? All it takes is one whore to bring the whole house down. Years of work, on the verge of being undone. Lives in the balance. Lives and lives and lives.

      There is no solution that makes it a good idea for me to abandon my people.

      There is no solution that gets me to Brigit faster than Hades.

      It’s a cruel calculus.

      And no matter how I twist the numbers, the result is always the same.

      If I went after her, the entire city would know.

      Anger arcs through my shoulder all the way to my palm and even though I am standing in front of other people, even though they can see me, I throw the glass into the fire. It shatters in a twist of flames, the alcohol burning quickest, and it is my single concession to frustration. By the time I turn around again the mask is back on.

      “I have guests to get back to,” I announce, and there’s a palpable, tired relief in the room. From everyone except Reya. “I want updates every thirty minutes.” A murmur of assent.

      Reya pulls away from the table and hurries to keep up with me. I’ll have my breakfast in the lounge. I’ll supervise the slow bleed from morning to full day.

      But first.

      Hades waits three rings to answer his phone. “We have nothing to discuss tonight.”

      “Oh, but we do.” I stop at the edge of the ballroom and stare out over the ones who have lingered at the end of the night. A few of my women are left, moving slowly around the men who have been pursuing them. The most talented ones can draw out their negotiating process until the sun is up, until it’s too late to do much but entertain for an hour before the rest of the city is open for business. The hive is quiet, but it’s still moving, still alive. Even now, I can’t walk away. “There’s something I need you to retrieve for me.”
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      There’s a story about Anne Boleyn I heard during my obsession with the Tudors, around age thirteen. I don’t know if it’s true or not. No one will ever know, because Anne Boleyn is dead, and she can’t tell us. Obviously. The story isn’t much of a story. Only that she thought King Henry might pardon her at the last possible moment. King Henry was an asshole of the first degree and he had a flair for drama. It would have been a grand gesture.

      But he didn’t show up.

      The makeup artist snaps her fingers in front of my face. “Hey, sweetie, I can’t do your eyes when you’re drooping like that.”

      “Oh, sorry.” It’s only when I start to sit up that I realize how far I’ve sagged into the chair. I’m too busy thinking of Anne Boleyn dying at the blade of a French swordsman.

      I would choose a French swordsman over my uncle.

      In the last twenty-four hours, I watched three men get shot. My own father bundled me into the back of a car. I spent last night in a cheap hotel with a hired gun outside the door.

      Today is my wedding day.

      With every hour that’s gone by I feel less and less. Feelings are only going to make it worse. I’ve been sick already this morning, and it won’t do me any favors with my uncle if I hurl all over the dress he so thoughtfully paid for.

      I wonder how much Anne hoped for Henry to arrive and save her. If it was a bright, all-encompassing hope or dull and tarnished.

      I’m dull and tarnished, despite the frankly miracle-level job being done by this makeup artist. I can’t remember her name, but she’s made me look like I’m still alive, though I’m dead inside. Pale. Listless. I’m annoyed that my heart is still beating. I have to live through this—and why? So my father can have his money.

      As the makeup artist applies fake eyelashes my mind slips, sliding away like a leaf on a river. The day my mother died her skin felt paper-thin and delicate. Powdery. She was so thin. Cancer had wasted her. It chased her in from her garden, at first to the house and then only to a few rooms and finally her bedroom.

      While she died my father paced in the hall, talking on the phone to her brother. Snippets of his conversation drifted in. Access to the trust. You know I’ll do what it takes. Brigit is old enough. I’ll get her to sign the papers. You know I’ll get her to sign the papers. I couldn’t muster up the requisite disgust because she was dying right in front of me, doing the fish out of water breathing that the visiting nurse had talked to me about. Me, and not my father, because he’d been busy watching the news.

      I wanted it to be over.

      That’s the worst thing to remember. Worse than anything that happened with Zeus. Worse than last night. Or was it two nights ago? Nothing matters except that I get married in ninety minutes. The worst thing to remember is that I wanted it to be over. She couldn’t get enough air. Her body was shutting down. And a pit opened up in my stomach. An endless void of fear and pain. I held her hand. I wanted it to be over, for both our sakes.

      “It’s okay, Mama.” Chemo had taken her hair but it was growing back in a thin fuzz, and I stroked it while I talked to her. Her eyelids fluttered. My stomach lurched. If she woke up, if the process started all over again, I didn’t know how I would bear it. “You can go. It’s all right. I love you, and I’m right here.” My throat ached around the words.

      A wedding, then, my father said. I’ll give her away myself. The relief in his voice.

      I knew what he was talking about.

      I knew, because he hadn’t bothered to hide it. My mother had access to her family’s trust. He didn’t. And my uncle was willing to trade for it. He’d spent enough time at family gatherings leering at me. He pretended to be such an upstanding citizen. I saw the rot underneath. How could anyone else miss it?

      At least she’s not here to see this.

      “Blink,” says the makeup artist. The fake eyelashes pick up a tear and she dabs it away without ruining the rest of the makeup. “You look beautiful,” she murmurs. “Your fiancé is going to be stunned.”

      I snort a laugh. “Do you think?”

      “I do.” Either she’s not paying attention or she really believes this.

      Again. French swordsman. That’s my first choice. But my heart is a spiteful bitch. It keeps hoping that Zeus is going to come through the door now and spirit me away.

      He’s not. The swordsman would be more likely.

      When my mother finally died, I didn’t realize it at first. I was too busy waiting to see if she would take her next breath.

      I didn’t know I’d become so fixated on it, so consumed with it, until that next breath didn’t come. A silence lingered in the air, broken only by my father’s phone call promising me in marriage to my uncle.

      Debt, he was saying. Significant debt.

      I waited for the grief to come. For the crying, screaming fit that I’d seen in the movies. Instead, there was only a blank space tinged with disbelief. I rubbed my thumb across the back of her hand for a few more minutes. How awkward would it be if I stopped and she popped up from where she lay on the pillow and said Brigit why did you stop? I’m not done dying. The image made me laugh, which made me feel worse, which reminded me that I was supposed to be paying attention.

      To the time. To the moment. Someone was supposed to be watching.

      I picked up my phone. It was 2:13 in the afternoon on a rainy day, so rainy that the light had the same dull quality all day. I dialed the nurse. “Oh, honey,” she said. “I’ll be right there. I’ll call the funeral home. Don’t worry about that.”

      “I’m not worried about it,” I told her, and then I spent the next forty minutes wondering if it was the wrong thing to say. It was the truth. I wasn’t worried about the funeral home.

      “Did it happen?” My father said, poking his head in.

      “Yes.”

      “She’s gone,” he said.

      “Yes, she is.”  He wasn’t talking to me. He was talking to my uncle. His voice retreated down the hall.

      I’ve lost half an hour thinking about it. The next time I resurface from my memories the makeup artist is almost done styling my hair. It turns out she’s a triple threat. She can do makeup and hair and on a person who is barely existing. Her fingers fly over my hair as she surveys her work in the mirror. “Perfect,” she says. “Let’s get you into that dress.”

      There is going to be a photographer, I know that, but not here. You can’t exist in the world without seeing bridal photos. There will be no photos of me with my mother buttoning the back of the dress. Of the two of us clasping arms, smiling at each other with happy tears in our eyes. Of her putting on a necklace for me, carefully fastening it behind my neck. Those won’t ever exist, because she is dead and because it’s the makeup artist slash hair stylist slash dressing room attendant.

      She’s the one to drop the princess gown over my head and tug it into place. She’s the one to do up the sixteen buttons in the back. She’s the one to settle the veil into my hair and lead me to the mirror.

      “I’m going to throw up,” I tell her.

      “Don’t do that.” She grabs a trash bin anyway. I don’t throw up. I only feel like it. This—this is not how I want to look on my wedding day, like my uncle’s idea of an innocent bride. Why did we have to do my hair this way? Right. He specified every detail. He paid for the dress and the makeup artist. He paid my father for the privilege. And my father traded me away.

      “The ceremony is going to start soon,” she soothes. “And then you’re going to feel so much better.”

      Now that I’ve had a chance to assess both situations I can confidently say that selling myself to a stranger was the better option.

      If only it hadn’t resulted in such a wretched, broken heart.

      I lean over the bin, my heartbeat counting out the seconds. My ankles feel unstable, like I might not be able to get down the aisle by myself. I’ll have to hold my father’s arm. My stomach turns at the thought of it.

      But what else am I going to do? Stumble down the aisle like I’m drunk? The least they could do is actually get me drunk. Drug me. Something. Anything.

      “Do you think you might have, in your purse—”

      A knock at the door interrupts me.
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      The sound freezes us both in our little tableau, the makeup artist with her trash bin and me with a turning stomach, about to ask her if she has any Xanax or honestly any other drug, anything to take me away from here.

      Lock the door, I want to say.

      “Come in,” she calls, lowering the bin. Her voice is so cheery and bright. In the mirror behind her I’m as pale as the moon. I’d be slightly green if the makeup wasn’t so good. I hope my father gives her a good tip. Maybe that’s what he’s here to do—tip her. A laugh strangles itself in my throat. He wouldn’t bother. He wants money, needs it, and so he’s not going to come down here and fold a bill into this woman’s hand.

      The door opens.

      I’m not facing him. All I can see is his reflection. But bile sears the back of my throat, thick and acid. My kingdom for a French swordsman. Let him be here now.

      “I want to see my bride.” My uncle’s voice is rough, so different from Zeus’s cultured smoothness. Everything Zeus says has been dipped in gold. Everything my uncle says is rotted clear through to its underbelly. “Give us a moment, would you?”

      I reach for her wrist. “We’re not done.”

      Disgust flickers in the makeup artist’s eyes. Not even fake lashes can hide that. “We’re good, hon.” She gently detaches my hand from her wrist and puts down the bin. “If you need a touch-up before you walk down the aisle, I’ll be waiting in the Sunday school room.”

      “No.” The whisper doesn’t reach my own ears, much less hers, and by the time I can get my breath behind the sound she’s at the door, pressing her back flat against the frame so she doesn’t have to touch my uncle on the way out.

      “Brigit.” Long, thin fingers come down like spider’s legs on the doorknob.

      He closes it behind him.

      He flips the lock.

      If I threw up down the front of my dress right now, they’d have to cancel the wedding.

      “I had three gowns made,” he says casually. “In case you weren’t cooperative.”

      Pinpricks of cold crawl up the back of my neck, the muscles there tensing into painful bunches as he approaches. Thinning gray hair. A sallow face covered in his own makeup. He’s not much older than my father but he looks like it. But he’s not skeletal, no. That would make me brave, I think, if he looked like he could be shattered with a swift kick to the rib. For all the ways his face has deteriorated he still has muscles left beneath the jacket.

      I can’t take my eyes off him.

      And he watches me with those pale, almost colorless eyes, as he gets closer and closer and closer.

      One hand rising.

      It hovers above my shoulder and then—

      Then it comes down.

      My skin is bare. The sweetheart neckline with its off-the-shoulder straps offer no protection. “You look just how I imagined,” he says.

      “You imagined marrying your own niece?”

      He yanks on my shoulder and the styling chair I’m sitting in gives, twisting to face him. It’s even worse like this. His teeth are unnaturally white, and I can see all of them because he’s openly leering at me. “You know, Brigit, you could make this easier on yourself if you wouldn’t take such a tone with me.”

      “I’m not here because of my tone.” My jaw sets, seizing up, like my teeth don’t want to be apart for any reason. “I’m here because—”

      “Because your father and I made a deal,” he intones. “You don’t want your daddy to lose his house, do you? You don’t want him on the street.”

      No. I don’t want my wide-eyed, stupid, grasping father on the street. Right now I want him dead. But a very old instinct won’t take its last breath and die. My mind conjures images of my dad with red eyes and hollows in his cheeks, struggling to navigate a homeless shelter. Someone would take advantage of him.

      Just the way he’s taken advantage of me.

      “Think of it,” my uncle goes on. “This time tomorrow, his accounts will be settled. No more debts. The house your mother loved so much will stay in the family. All because of you, Brigit. All because you’re going to be such a good girl.”

      What’s left of my stomach rockets through the floor.

      If Zeus said the words good girl I would be melting.

      Coming out of this man’s mouth, they make my skin crawl. I want to claw at it, just to get it to stop.

      My uncle leans down so that we’re face to face. The wretch is involuntary, though it’s not full-on sick, and he sniffs. “I’ll help you with that.”

      “Help me with—”

      Before I can finish one hand is clamped around my jaw, forcing my mouth open. Those thin fingers are stronger than they looked, horribly strong, crushing at my jaw. I suck in a spit-soaked breath on a whistle of air. Scream. Once my mother told me to scream fire if I was ever attacked in a public place. You scream fire because no one looks twice at a creepy old man. No one looks twice at a woman screaming.

      My mouth is full of silk before I get the chance.

      He shoves it in so far that it triggers my gag reflex but he covers my mouth, keeping it in place. I’m suffocating. I’m going to die. Hands around my neck lift me from the chair and I’m limp, useless, entirely focused on trying to cough up the handkerchief. I’m missing my one opportunity to fight. I can’t coordinate my feet and my hands at the same time.

      I can’t get his hand off my face.

      I can’t do anything but walk, like a puppet on strings, to where he takes me. The wide countertop in front of the mirror in the bridal suite. All the lights are still on. They’re just like natural light. That’s what the makeup artist said.

      So it’s in just-like-natural light that I get a close-up glimpse of myself choking on a silk handkerchief the color of dead lavender. One corner pokes out onto my bottom lip and the sight of it makes me want to vomit as much as the sight of him behind me.

      My uncle is barely visible above the tulle.

      But I can feel him.

      I can feel him pushing at the skirts and the petticoat and the slip.

      The makeup artist was the one to do all the buttons on a set of complicated lingerie meant to form a base layer for the dress.

      It’s the lingerie that’s his only stumbling block.

      I can’t get the handkerchief out of my mouth. I manage to inch one hand up toward it but he takes my wrist and pins it behind my back into a deadly cloud of tulle, wrapping the skirt around and around and around until I can’t move.

      This is an awful way to die.

      The alternative is to keep living. The future yawns up before me with glistening teeth, flexing long, thin fingers.

      My uncle’s fingers are tugging at my panties now. Does he think they’re a chastity belt? Is he looking for a fucking key? All the tracing at the edges of the fabric can’t be necessary except to hasten my death.

      Don’t. Don’t find the snaps.

      He finds them.

      The snaps are very clever. The snaps mean that you only have to contend with an enormous skirt and miles of slips and petticoats if you’re wearing a princess gown on your wedding day. You don’t then have to get out of your lingerie. These are manufactured for brides, made specially for convenience.

      My uncle is finding them very convenient.

      My vision blinks out, and I’m left with only the sensation of silk packed into my throat. The muscles there reject it, trying to create space, but it still won’t come all the way out.

      Maybe this is how I save my sanity.

      What sanity?

      My feet stay planted on the floor in the demure kitten heels my uncle picked out for me while he presses my thighs apart with rough hands and peels back the lingerie, and then that’s all very distant, too. The air between my legs. The fingers probing there. Shoving inside despite how dry I am, how resistant.

      Anne Boleyn did not die on the block. Did you know? Some movies and books portray it like that, but most accounts agree that she was only kneeling when she died. Only. Like a queen. Not tossed over some countertop.

      Not tossed over a block, I mean, not laying on it, not offering herself up as a sacrifice, just kneeling there.

      They say the swordsman distracted her so she didn’t know it was coming. She did know. She knew with every fiber of her being what was coming, what was already happening, what was whispering in the air. There was no running from it. Anne was surrounded by people who would not save her, who in fact would make it happen.

      It was May.

      My legs shake and it’s not from pleasure, it’s the farthest thing from pleasure. The opposite. It’s hell. It’s happening to someone else, someone else, not me, not me, not me, not me.

      The hurt between my legs doesn’t belong to me. It’s the same as this gown, or this makeup. It’s not really mine. I don’t lay claim to it. Honestly all I lay claim to is air. Is that so much to ask? A breath or two. I would like a breath that’s not filtered through a silk handkerchief. My head knocks against the mirror.

      Once. Again. Again. How strong is that mirror, do you think? Would it break given enough force? Most mirrors would. I doubt the mirror here in the bridal suite is made of bulletproof glass. My head is getting sore from all the contact. My head, against the mirror.

      Skin against skin lower down.

      “Once every day,” he rasps. “Once every day for me, and your father won’t be on the street.”

      Maybe I’ll just swallow it.

      The handkerchief, not the mirror.

      Maybe I’ll just let it fill my throat until there’s no more room for air. There’s not enough air already. I’m sure that’s why I can’t see.

      Except.

      He’s—

      Fumbling.

      Distracted.

      I feel it before my vision comes back, the uncoordinated pushing against me, like he’s had too much to drink. He’s taking so much pleasure in this act that it’s making it hard to stand up. My uncle has to have assistance.

      Both hands in the dress to keep himself upright. Both hands. That means I have one hand free. My cheek is pressed against the countertop but I can move my head if I try.

      The dress is helping him stand but it’s also helping me.

      For fucking once.

      I get a hand to my mouth and yank out the handkerchief, drop it with a wet slap to the floor, stand up, stand up, stand up. Backward. If I can get him off balance then I can get him away from me and I shove hard at the mirror.

      It’s enough. It’s enough for the moment.

      I’m wheezing, desperate for air. Once every day. It won’t be once every day. There are ways to keep people in their place. If I go into that house I won’t come back out.

      Turn around.

      I turn around and put one hand on the countertop to brace myself. He won’t get me over it again. “No,” I rasp. “We’re not married yet.”

      He advances, pants still undone. His face says I’ll teach you a lesson.

      I put up both hands. Turning around was the difficult part. He knocks my hands out of the way, crushing the dress against me, and gets those fingers around my face. The kiss makes my stomach turn. He tastes like cigarette smoke and disinfectant, somehow, and it’s a lick more of a kiss. Right. This is the lesson. This is once every day. This is the rest of my life.

      There’s a bold, insistent knock at the door, and I push with both hands against the front of his suit, throwing him off balance. My face throbs. He’s been holding me too tight. He got his claws into me.

      The door opens. My uncle scrambles for his pants. I don’t have to scramble for anything. The weight of the skirt has pulled it down.

      A woman at the door.

      Petite. A skirt suit. I have no idea who she is, but she takes in the scene and instead of shrinking away she strides into the room on sharp heels. “Mr. Lowell, you’re wanted upstairs. I have tea for you.”

      She does. A china teacup is cradled in her palms. Steam rises from the rim. How did she get it here without spilling it?

      My uncle finishes zipping his pants. “Tea,” he scoffs. “We’ll need a minute.”

      “Tea,” she repeats, going so far as to put the cup in his hands. He just had his hands up my skirts, but my uncle takes the tea. Who is she? The suit is too nice for her to be some freelance wedding planner. Her hair is so perfect, swept back and pinned, and she looks fresh. That’s the first thing that comes to mind. Fresh, like a newly bloomed flower.

      But there are pointed edges, too. Her makeup is professional, almost airbrushed, like she has recently stepped out of a magazine shoot. She can’t be tall enough for that, can she?

      “The priest wants to meet with you now,” she says, and her smile is so indestructible that it reminds me of Zeus. Only her eyes are the opposite of his. Silver instead of gold. “He’s in the lounge upstairs. An impatient man, if you ask me.”

      I don’t know why my uncle backs down. Why he takes the tea and goes to the door with a scowl.

      “Excellent,” she says. This woman. This wedding planner, or wedding planner’s assistant. I didn’t know there was a wedding planner. She lifts her wrists, shaking the sleeve of her suit jacket to check the time. “If you hurry, the ceremony can begin on time. All your guests are waiting.”

      My uncle glares back at me one last time.

      Then he’s gone.

      The model turned wedding planner sticks her head out into the hall, her eyes tracking him. His footsteps retreat, then echo up the stairs, and then those are gone, too.

      My hand cramps. I’ve been holding the countertop top too long.

      “All right.” Her heels click on the floor, all the way back to me, and then she reaches around to where my bouquet waits on the countertop in a stand meant to support its weight. She lifts the flowers easily and pushes them into my hands. “There. That’s good. Are you ready?”

      “If you’re taking me to the wedding I’d rather die.” The words don’t sound right, garbled somehow, but they must be, because her eyes go wide.

      “No. We’re getting the hell out of here.” She shakes her wrist again, and her wrist is empty. There was never a watch. “But only if you hurry.”
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      My head is no longer attached to my body. I’m floating above it. It’s a miracle I’m walking, a miracle that I’m following her out of the room and to the left. No one let me roam around the cathedral when we arrived early this morning.

      I’m at her mercy.

      And the tea—

      I know about tea.

      I’d be laughing if I could let it happen but my skin is on fire and it’s also freezing and I wish I’d thrown up on the gown, honestly, it was over yet.

      “Who are you?” The woman who is me says to the wedding planner.

      “Persephone,” she answers. She’s brisk, professional, and every other step she takes makes me believe she really is a wedding planner. A smile like a new spring day lights up her face. “I’m surprised Zeus didn’t mention it.”

      “He did,” I say woodenly. “Once over dinner.”

      A sharp look in my direction. “Just dinner?”

      This time, the laugh that escapes me is wild, bouncing off the ceiling and running ahead of us around the next turn. “Not just dinner.”

      What did he say? I can’t remember. It’s the name of his brother’s—girlfriend? Wife? Conquest? It wasn’t clear at the time, only that he was jealous. His jealousy was a thundercloud in golden eyes. He hid it right away.

      The odds are very, very slim that this is a different Persephone.

      Which makes no sense.

      I can’t fathom why she would be here and he is not until I can fathom it. Another deal. Another trade. He would do that. He would trade me from my father to his brother and wash his hands of me.

      Wouldn’t he?

      I don’t know that I’ve stopped until Persephone takes my elbow and pulls. I don’t resist her. My heart is its own runaway bride, trying to get free, and if this is a trap—if she’s a trap—then I’m screwed. I’ve never been more screwed in my life. I’ve only ever seen the bridal suite here, because my father hustled me in through the front doors before the sun rose.

      “Where is he?”

      She falls into step beside me, still guiding as if she really is a wedding planner. Maybe she is. Maybe she’s spent her life shuttling distraught brides around various wedding venues. But she looks too young for that until I really look, until I take in the dark, subtle sweep of her makeup. No one hires queens to be wedding planners. I’m losing it now, surely, as we pass by a stained glass window that’s spilled colors onto the carpet. A louder voice—my father’s—cuts into the space behind us. I can’t make out the words but some part of me, some small, stupid part of me, freezes.

      Persephone hauls me forward with such force that I almost trip over my tulle prison. We round a corner and a droplet of sweat runs down my spine. If they all come after us, there’s no getting out. This woman, this girl, is not going to be my heroine if all the wedding guests form a mob looking for the bride. I have a vision of being dragged to the altar kicking and screaming. “Behind us,” she says simply. “We’ll have to walk faster.”

      Or else he might catch us.

      But then I wouldn’t kick and scream, would I? I didn’t fight Zeus.

      I barely fought my uncle.

      “This way.” Persephone pushes open a door, her face serene, the hint of a smile on her lips. I want to take her beautiful, perfect face in my hands and shake her until she tells me what’s really going on. Tells me the secret of how she can be so calm while she’s boosting me from my own wedding. The bouquet slips in my hands and I catch it. A dropped bouquet would be a clue, a way to find me—

      The gasp that comes out of my mouth is otherworldly. “The petals. They’ll follow us with the petals.”

      Persephone hooks her arm around my waist and yanks me out the door into golden afternoon sun. A group of young men across the street cheer for me, and she waves brightly, blowing a kiss. They don’t know. Nobody knows what horrifying thing happened in there. Persephone turns me to face her. “This isn’t Hansel and Gretel. And no petals fell out of your bouquet. Now get in the car.”

      “What—”

      She points over her shoulder.

      How does a person miss a black SUV of that size?

      It’s thirty feet down the block.

      I’m never going to make it.

      My legs are pinned to the ground even while my ankles wobble. “The car seems pretty far.” Another whistle from across the street. Any moment now, the door behind us will burst open to reveal my father and his grasping hands. Or worse yet, my uncle and his long, thin fingers, the pinch of his face, the lecherous smile. Both of them at once. They’ll make me pay for Persephone’s interruption. “I don’t think I can walk that far.”

      “It’s walk or die.” Persephone cracks a smile and I can see why Zeus’s brother would fall in love with her. I can see why anyone would fall in love with her. “Not really. It’s walk or this gets even more awkward than it already is.”

      “Where did you send my uncle?”

      The smile transforms into something else—something with a harder edge. “To meet with the priest, like I said. Walk.” It takes her arm in mine to get me to move, my knees giving out with every step.

      “Ten more feet,” she says.

      The door of the SUV opens and a man gets out.

      My heart stops.

      The only person I’ve ever seen who is this tall and this beautiful is Zeus. They look nothing alike, not really, but the way he stands reminds me of his brother. It’s the man from the painting, and just like that painting, his eyes are a deep black, like night has overtaken the blue. The animal part of my brain shrieks a warning—danger, danger, danger. It’s danger dressed in more black, black on black, the fabric as fine as what Persephone is wearing. Better, even. A suit made for him like a second skin. It accentuates all the hard lines of him. He’s indestructible. The SUV looks fragile in comparison.

      And his face.

      His eyes don’t travel over mine. They’re watching something behind us with such deadly concentration that it steals the air from my lungs. “Too late,” he says as we come level with the SUV. “So slow. He won’t even see us leave.”

      Hades. I’ve heard about him, but there is nothing so shocking as seeing him in person, out here in the sunlight. He looks like he belongs in a dark shadow. He looks like he would be at ease killing my uncle, or my father, or any number of the people in the cathedral.

      Persephone goes to him and puts her hand in his. He’s so tall, and she’s so delicate, and I can’t see how they can be together. It must be like that with—

      With me and Zeus. But there is no me and Zeus. He made that perfectly clear.

      Hades helps Persephone into the SUV and then offers me his hand, his eyes coming to rest on me for the first time. I wish I could say the shudder was pure fear, but it’s more complicated than that. It’s standing in the presence of a dangerous god. If Zeus is the sun, Hades is the night, and all the dark things that come with it.

      It’s a mistake, this thinking. It’s a mistake to think that Zeus is any less lethal because he’s so golden, with that heartbreaker of a smile. The things Zeus does happen in the daylight.

      I’m staring, and with an impatient hiss Hades helps me into the SUV.

      There’s a dog in here.

      A huge dog, black as night. I wasn’t expecting a dog. Now I have to deal with this monstrosity of a dress and I can’t move. What if it bites me?

      Hades climbs in behind me, brushing aside the dress, and gives my shoulder a glancing push. It takes me backward onto the seat. Good thing, because I’m frozen now.

      The vehicle pulls away from the curb. It’s enormous. Big enough for a man like Hades to look comfortable in the seat across from me, and big enough to fit what must be his dog. Only his dog would be this big, coat shiny and teeth shinier.

      “Conor,” he says. “Come here.”

      Conor turns in his spot and goes to him, putting his head on one perfect pant leg. But it’s not only Conor that comes close. Persephone curls up at Hades’ side. Her body eases into his. One of the stems on my bouquet snaps from holding it too hard. I want to scream at her not to get so close to someone so deadly, but she doesn’t seem to mind. Her nose brushes his cheek and she tilts her head to kiss the side of his neck.

      They are both fully dressed. Hades’ eyes are on me, tracking, watching as if I might throw myself out of the moving vehicle at any moment. But the way Persephone touches him is so shockingly intimate. How can she do it?

      How could you?

      I know the answer, but it hurts too much to think about it. I was being toyed with. It’s nothing like the dark current that goes between them, taut and unbreakable. Hades lets out a breath and runs a hand over her hair, and I swear, I swear, his pupils retreat. There’s more blue around his eyes. Goose bumps rush from my wrists to my shoulders. The careful blank wall I’ve been holding around my mind snaps back into place. Even that wall can’t keep out the slow leak of emotion. No—no. I won’t feel it. I’ve been an empty shell since that window broke behind me and I’ll never be anything else again. His hand works at the back of her head. Pins fall like raindrops. The careful style comes to pieces and her hair spills down her back in bronze curls.

      “I want you out of that costume,” says Hades.

      Me?

      No. Her. And looking at her now—I’ve seen her before. I’ve seen a version of her before. Where?

      “It’s not my favorite,” answers Persephone. “But I’m not undressing here.”

      A low laugh. “You will if I undress you.”

      Not me, then. Why would he even notice me? Why is he here? Heartbreak taps a finger against the glass of my mind. It’s nothing. It won’t get through. “We’re not alone,” scolds Persephone.

      “When have I ever given a fuck about that?”

      “Such language.”

      “Such language,” he repeats, and from the corner of my eye I can see how his hand has gone around her neck, how he’s kissing her. The air is hot, scorching my throat, and a crack appears in the glass. The slow drip of my thoughts gets louder and louder. I saw her in a painting. The woman in the painting in Zeus’s closet must have been of her mother. They’re so alike. Those paintings. They were of Zeus’s family, his brothers—and a sister. It’s a fucked-up calculus that plays out in my head.

      “Are you really his brother?” I blurt out. Because if he is, and if that woman in the painting was his sister, and this is her daughter, then—

      “Tell me.” The excruciating sharpness of his voice draws my attention back to his face again. “Do I look like Zeus? Anything like him?”

      It’s hard to swallow. “No.”

      “There’s blood spilled between us, but we don’t share any, if that’s what you really want to know. But I don’t think it is.” And I don’t care.

      “Where are you taking me?” My own voice is too loud, almost panicked, but I’m not panicked. I’m not anything. The options are limitless, at this point. He could take me to the train station and back to his mountain. I’d just be another man’s property then. Fine. It doesn’t matter. Or he could take me to the airport. Anywhere.

      He kisses her again, then breaks it, the movement desultory.

      It doesn’t seem to have affected him at all. It’s Persephone who’s panting in his hands, her leg hooked over his, eyes still closed. “Back to Zeus.” His tone says obviously. His tone says where else?

      More cracks, spidering out, and I’m just now realizing how far away I’ve pushed the world since the tires on that van blew out underneath us. Since that mirror rose up to meet my head. “You don’t have to do that. You could take me to the airport.”

      He laughs, and it’s the opposite side of the coin from Zeus’s laugh—dark and cruel, a sound edged in pain, nothing hiding it. “My home has already been damaged enough by my brother’s tantrums. I’m not going to put his runaway whore on a plane.”

      Persephone opens her eyes at this and glares at Hades, one small hand reaching up to turn his face toward hers. She doesn’t say a word. They only look at each other. My jealousy is deep enough to swallow me whole. I wish it would.

      He leans in and kisses her again, so vicious it’s almost a bite, but before it’s over it’s turned soft somehow. Impossible. This man could never be soft. All the things I’ve ever heard about him jostle in my mind. That he’s a killer. That he hurts people. Ruthless. Unforgiving. But seeing him now, I know there’s one exception, and it’s Persephone, and I will, never, never be that exception for Zeus.

      I clear my throat, warnings beating their fists on the glass shield that’s become my mind. It distorts everything, rendering it silent and impassable. I should be running. Or screaming. Opening the door and tumbling out onto the street should be better. They both look at me, Persephone resting her head on his shoulder, a certain pity in her eyes.

      “We can’t take you to the airport.” Her voice is so soft, and I just—I can’t fathom it, how the two of them can be together. I can picture her in a white dress, in a field of flowers. He would never belong there.

      “Why?” I only need enough money for a plane ticket. That amount would be nothing to Hades.

      He’s only slightly less vicious this time, voice even. “I owe him.”

      I can’t imagine this man owing anyone anything. “For what?”

      “I ruined one of his shirts.” Persephone’s hand, already tucked in the front of his suit jacket, tightens. “Now we’re even.”
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      The SUV pulls up to the curb in front of the brothel. I wasn’t paying attention. I wasn’t looking during the long drive back.

      And now there’s no more time.

      I feel the distant urge to argue, to demand more answers, but it’s so far away. The most I can muster is a quiet “Don’t do this.”

      I hate myself.

      Hades doesn’t seem to hear. He opens the door and lets his dog out first. Before he can reach back for Persephone she’s scrambled across the open space toward me. It strikes me how ridiculous I look, with this bouquet and this dress and this hair. I don’t look like myself. I’m not myself. I may never be myself again. She takes my hands around the bouquet. “Listen.” I can’t do anything but listen. “He wouldn’t have sent us if he didn’t care.”

      I’ve never heard a laugh so hollow as the one that comes out of my mouth. “How could you say that?”

      A frown flickers over her face, and she turns her head slightly away from the flowers. “I promise you. If you were anyone else, he would never—”

      “Persephone,” says Hades, and she reacts without hesitation, dropping my hands and going to him, and this is all so wrong, how could she, how could they, I would rather be on the street, I would rather be hunted down by my uncle than be brought back to this man, I can’t stand it—

      Why is Hades pulling her out of the way, stepping in front of her? His face betrays nothing, not concern or fear, but his dog moves in front of both of them, hackles rising. I can’t breathe. If only breathing were optional. A light summer breeze carries in the sound of the front doors of the building bursting open, and then—

      It’s not the first time I’ve seen Zeus outside in the sun, but it is the first time I’ve seen him moving like this, quickly, focused, so focused that Reya is running to keep up with him. She pulls at his elbow, trying to stop him, saying something. Frantic. She’s frantic.

      And that’s when the thick glass blocking everything out, keeping all of my feelings away, shatters. Break in case of emergency. The golden-eyed man stalking toward the SUV with his jacket unbuttoned and his face unreadable is an emergency. If he’s not, then I don’t know what is.

      My body breaks itself out of its deep freeze as he’s taking the final steps to the SUV and I run, like a fool, like an animal, toward the door. My foot twists under me. One shoe comes off. And I end up with my back against the door. Only I can’t open it. I don’t have any free hands. I’m too busy holding the bouquet.

      Zeus wrenches the other door farther open, pushing it back with one hand, so hard that something inside of it snaps. The metal groans, and I scream. I can’t get out. “Get out of the fucking car.”

      “No,” I howl back. “I’m not going anywhere with you. I hate you.”

      He laughs, the same delighted, rolling laugh he uses in the club, and cold rushes over my skin. “You’re going inside. Get out of the car.”

      “It’s not a car,” I scream back at him. It’s the screaming I should have done back in the cathedral. It’s the meltdown I would have had if I’d had the luxury. “It’s not a car, it’s a death trap, and I can’t get out. I can’t even open the door.”

      “Sweetheart.” I hate him, I hate him. “The door is already open. Don’t make this harder than it has to be.”

      The horror of the last day is a crushing wave and I gasp for breath like it might be actual water. It chokes me, burning its way down into my lungs, and I can feel my knees starting to go. I sink down onto the floor of the SUV in a cloud of tulle and lace. This is it. This is the end of the fantasy that I could ever have saved myself. This is the end of imagining the nightmare scenario and a woman who could overcome it with grit and in bare feet if necessary.

      I danced with him.

      I told him I cared about him.

      And his devil of a brother brought me back here for what? For what? The screaming starts up again but it can’t possibly be me. I can’t make that inhuman of a sound. It turns into words in my mouth. “I’m not your whore,” I spit at him.

      He blinks. That? That’s what’s going to get under his skin? A sneer curls the corner of his mouth. “You’re no prostitute, Brigit. You’re property. My property. Didn’t you know?”

      It’s so egregious, so awful, that I throw myself forward, knees or not, leaping for him.

      I’m going to kill him with this bouquet.

      He stops it in mid-swing, with one hand, and rips it apart. Petals burst out from the arrangement, fluttering down, and the rest of it goes flying into the street. And I’ve been so stupid. I’ve been so foolish. Because in my attempt to murder him with plants I’ve put myself in his reach.

      He did this on purpose.

      The gown, so heavy and caging, is nothing to Zeus. Neither are my fists. But I try, I try. My arms burn from throwing punches that don’t land, each of them swatted away by one of his huge hands. He’s already smiling. He’s already smiling like he didn’t need anything in the world other than for me to get out of the car. “I’m not going with you.” The howl echoes down the street. It’s noon, so there’s no one to watch, not that I can see, only Hades and Persephone. She’s taken his hand. I take one last swing at Zeus’s face and he picks me up and throws me over his shoulder, one arm banded across my waist.

      The contact with my stomach drives the rest of the breath from my lungs. It’s quiet out here when no one is screaming. It’s only now, in this moment, that I feel for myself how hard he’s breathing. The smile, the laugh—it was all a front. My fists have a mind of their own. I pound at his back.

      It does nothing.

      “The uncle,” he says.

      “Taken care of,” answers Persephone.

      “Are you sure?”

      “He didn’t make it all the way up the stairs.”

      Shock descends. I was being led out of the church by a killer. I thought she was gentler than Hades. I’m so stupid. I’m so stupid. And she’s so matter-of-fact. I am slung over a man’s shoulder like the property he says I am and there she is, coolly saying that there is no pulse. My uncle—she killed him. It was her. I wait for singing relief but there is none. She didn’t kill my father. He still exists. What’s to stop him from coming here again? I don’t even know how he got to me the first time. Or who—or why.

      And I’m out here in the open.

      We’re just standing here, like there’s nothing to worry about. I don’t mean to thrash but I do in a last bid to get away, to run. Open skies are dangerous. Open sidewalks are dangerous. There is nothing safe here. Nothing and no one.

      “Good,” Zeus says. He moves toward the front doors. Reya’s gone back to keep the door open, her jaw set. I don’t want to go in. I don’t want to stay out. “Stop kicking. You’re not going to get free with that pathetic kick.”

      I kick harder. He stops on the stairs, turning back, and I’m still trying to find my voice. The screaming was so short-lived. But even if I screamed again, who would help me? No one in the world.

      “You’ll stay for dinner.”

      “The fuck we will,” says Hades.

      “Your plaything looks pale underneath her makeup, Hades. Ask her if she wants to get on the train.” Zeus is stepping through the front doors, almost out of earshot, when Hades’ low curse follows us in. “We have things to talk about,” Zeus sings in reply. “Once I’m finished with Brigit.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            7

          

          Brigit

        

      

    

    
      I catch my breath halfway to the elevators and resume my struggle but it’s as pointless as ever. The numbness comes in waves, and when it’s gone, the pain is so bright and immediate that it reminds me of grieving my mother. I keep waiting for it to subside but it never does. My foot catches the elevator door and I try to hook my toe around it and pull us back.

      Zeus has none of this. He unhooks my foot, takes us into the elevator, and flips up several layers of tulle to deliver a set of stinging blows to my ass. It knocks a panicked cry out of me. “That’s better,” he says. “I’d rather hear that than your useless arguments.”

      I grit my teeth against the possibility of tears. “Why.”

      “Why what.”

      “Why are you doing this?” I claw at the back of his jacket, knowing that he won’t feel it. My nails can’t cut through the fabric. I wish they could. I wish they were on his bare skin. I wish— “I don’t want to be here.”

      “Yes, you do.”

      “I don’t.” A sob hitches at the back of my throat but I don’t let it out. “I’d rather be anywhere else.”

      “You were somewhere else, sweetheart. I don’t think Persephone’s strong enough to take you out of a church all by herself.”

      “I didn’t want to come here.” He sets me back on my feet at the same instant the elevator stops. The doors slide open. Zeus puts a hand on the back of my neck and guides me forward. He’s hardly using any force and my feet go forward. No. Fight him. Don’t give into him. But I do. With every step, I do. My knees are jelly. I only have one shoe. The dress feels like quicksand, ready to pull me into the floor. Oh, fuck, I can feel the earthquake coming. When it finally arrives it’ll tear me apart. “I don’t want to be with you.”

      It becomes more impossible to focus with every step so I’m surprised, I’m foolishly surprised, to find that the elevator has let us off in his bedroom. I turn around to make a run for it and his hand moves down to my shoulder and pulls me back. He just carried me up here and still shock strokes its fingers down my throat. I can’t stand it. I can’t stand to have him touch me.

      But he is.

      He forces me back and back until I’m standing at the foot of the bed.

      Someone is crying.

      Someone is ugly crying, in huge, gulping gasps. I can’t fathom who would make that sound. I can’t fathom it until the sensation catches up with the sound and I realize it’s me, my stomach heaving, crying so hard I’m on the verge of being sick. I haven’t cried like this since my mother died and even then I only let it happen once in a bathroom at the funeral home that smelled like baby powder and hand sanitizer.

      That’s why it’s so hard to see.

      My eyes brim with tears and the salt burns my skin, acid rain in miniature. The front of my dress is soaked, hot with the tears, and I feel crazy. Unhinged. Detached from the world. If I could float up through the ceiling and into the center of the sun, I would. Better that than having to stand here in front of this man who hates me. Or worse—who doesn’t care about me at all.

      I wish for the bouquet. At least it was something to hold on to during whatever comes next. But we’re here alone. No Reya, no other girls, nobody but us. “If you’re going to fuck me then just do it.”

      “I’m not going to. Don’t worry your pretty head.”

      It stings. It shouldn’t.

      Zeus steps closer, going down on one knee, and my body recoils, trying to hide at the foot of the bed. He puts a hand in the front of my dress and yanks me to standing, and then that hand is on my chin, tilting my face down. He swipes at my tears, again, again, and then pulls an honest-to-god handkerchief from his pocket. At the sight of it I burst out laughing. He ignores it and dabs at my eyes until the tears have slowed enough for me to see his face.

      And it is devastating.

      I have seen him angry. I’ve seen him furious. But I’ve never seen him sorry. It cuts through his eyes, razor sharp. Sorry? I don’t believe it. I don’t believe the dark circles or the anxious set to his jaw. The things he said—the things he did—

      “Why are you looking at me like that? How do you look like that?” I suck in an enormous breath but it does nothing to relieve the hunger for air and peace and safety.

      “It wasn’t supposed to happen that way.” Hands on my face, so I can’t look away. His voice distorts and I miss what he’s saying, the words fluttering away like birds set loose from a cage. Zeus shakes me. “Brigit. Listen.”

      “I can’t hear you.” My own voice sounds strange, alien.

      His eyes burn. “Fuck.” Then his hands leave my face and a pressure at my middle intensifies along with the lightning-bright anger in his eyes until I’m afraid.

      “Stop,” I say. “Please, stop.”

      “No.”

      Then he tears the front of the dress in two.

      It was no cheap bodice, no flimsy material, but it’s no match for him and it hurts coming off, almost more than it hurt going on. It doesn’t want to relinquish my skin. Zeus curses again and stands for more leverage. The dress shreds. I don’t care about the nightmare wedding gown but the puppet-string pull of the fabric makes me feel like I’m falling to pieces, too. And if I know him, he’ll fuck me when he’s done with the dress. It will be vicious. It will be senseless. And I will never get over it.

      The tulle comes next, then the slip and the petticoat until I’m naked in the remnants of a wedding dress.

      I’ve lost it.

      I can’t stop the tears, so I don’t even try. Closing my eyes doesn’t stop them either. Hot droplets make their way down to my breasts and I can feel my mind losing its connection to my body. Please. Happen faster. Happen faster so I don’t have to be here with this man that hates me and this man that I still want, god, it’s so fucking embarrassing how much I want him.

      How much I hoped for him to save me from that cathedral. How many times I prayed for him to come rescue me and take revenge on my father and my uncle for daring to touch me.

      Will Zeus touch me now?

      He doesn’t. There’s only the scratch of tulle against my bare shin.

      I open my eyes.

      He’s moving across the room, jacket off already, shirt unbuttoned. It comes off with the same precision he uses for everything. Zeus tosses it and it lands on a chair, but still manages to look freshly pressed. His belt. His pants. They all fall to the floor. He disappears from view. He’s so beautiful to look at. All muscle and height and grace and why, why do the most dangerous men have to be the most intoxicating? It’s not fair.

      His hand on my cheek is the thing that alerts me to the fact that I’ve closed my eyes again. His touch is gentle, shockingly so, as it glides down to my shoulder, then my arm, then my wrist.

      Zeus takes my hand.

      And because I am useless, worthless, crushed, I follow him.

      In the bathroom the shower is already running, the air heated, the kiss of the humidity on my skin relaxes me against my will. The shower is huge in the same way the tub is huge—big enough for him, and by extension big enough for me. My feet warm on wet tile when he positions me under the hot stream of water. I didn’t know they were cold in the first place.

      My eyes are so swollen that the plain water stings, so I close my eyes again and vow to let it happen. Let anything happen. It doesn’t matter. I’ll survive it, because there’s nothing else to do but survive.

      What happens is a pair of big hands in my hair, working through the hairspray and curls at a pace so leisurely I can’t believe it’s him.

      Shampoo. Conditioner. Warm scents, gentle hands. He’s thorough. It’s difficult to keep crying when this is happening. It soothes the raw nerves. I shouldn’t trust him this way. I know that.

      I know.

      At some point I become aware that he’s humming.

      A song—a familiar one. We were dancing to it the other night, before he destroyed me in front of the entire world.

      “Who are you right now?” I don’t open my eyes when I ask the question and his hands don’t stop moving over my hair.

      “The same person as always, dearest.” He resumes humming the song, and without looking at him I can picture how he might be if he wasn’t himself—if he’d had a different life, if he wasn’t so cruel, so awful. On a beach somewhere. In the sun.

      “You don’t do this.” My throat is raw.

      “Don’t I?” He clicks his tongue. “Either your memory is extraordinarily poor, or you take things too literally.”

      Yes—the bath. He has done this once before. It’s just that the bath doesn’t fit with the rest of him. My teeth chatter. Impossible. It should be impossible, because the water is so hot and nothing about this room is cold.

      “It’s the shock.” His hands drop down to rub circles around the hinges of my jaw. “That, and adrenaline.”

      “How would you know about that?”

      “Do you think I was born in a suit with piles of money?”

      “Y—yes.”

      “I wasn’t.”

      The mind likes a good story, and mine is no exception. I can feel myself leaning in, wanting more, even though I shouldn’t. Jesus, I shouldn’t. “F-fine. I know they don’t make suits that small.”

      He laughs. “They make suits in any size. Not many homeless women can afford them, however. From what I gather my mother had a fondness for hard drugs and harder men, so she left me at the public hospital at the edge of the city.”

      His hands leave me, and it’s all I can do not to reach out for them. Come back, come back.

      Then—a soft cloth on one of my shoulders. He lets it rest there until the tension crawling up my neck is gone again, then works it over my arm, down to my wrist, and over each of my fingers. “Why,” I whisper.

      “Because you couldn’t hear me in that state,” he says, as if he regularly sees women in such a hysterical state that they’ve lost the ability to hear.

      Of course he does. Of course. It brings my defenses rushing back, weak as they are. “There’s nothing you need to tell me.”

      “Open your eyes.”

      It’s mortifying how quickly I obey him. The water drips off my eyelashes but he’s close enough to see clearly. Zeus takes my other hand in his and starts at my fingertips, moving the washcloth up and up and up. “What happened was an unfortunate accident.”

      A knife to the heart. That memory will always be a knife to the heart. “You accidentally humiliated me in front of all those men?”

      “No. It was planned.” I close my eyes again. I can’t bear how nonchalant he is about this. A squeeze at my shoulder reminds me that I’m supposed to be looking at him. “Your uncle was on the guest list that night.”

      The bottom drops out of my stomach. “You didn’t tell me.”

      “You weren’t supposed to be there.” Frustration flashes in his eyes. “I told you to stay in bed, if you recall. If you’d done that—”

      “You had a speech prepared.”

      “Of fucking course I did, Brigit. It was going to be delivered whether you were there or not. It was designed to draw him out, to get him to show himself. But he didn’t. He wasn’t there.”

      “No. He was busy sending people to capture me.”

      The washcloth makes a slow circle between my breasts. “That was also me.”

      I put a hand on his wrist and he stops, but only for a moment. “What the fuck,” I whisper.

      “Such language,” he says, and no matter what Hades said in the car, there’s some familial resemblance there. “It was an exit strategy. Even if your uncle turned out to be the highest bidder, there would be a turn of events out of my control.” His jaw ticks. “There were obviously complications.”

      “Complications? Is that what you call it?” I giggle, horrified. “Do you know what my uncle did? He threw me over the countertop and he pulled up my dress and—”

      “He touched you?” The washcloth is down over my belly now. Zeus doesn’t move. “Brigit, did he touch you?”

      My head. The mirror. Bang, bang, bang.

      “Worse than that.”

      Zeus takes a slow, even breath, and then he brings the washcloth around to the outside of my hip. “I’m sorry.”

      I wait for him to say more. He doesn’t. A man like Zeus does not fall to his knees and howl when faced with information like this. He stays standing. I hate him for it.

      “What was supposed to happen, then?” The conversation can’t be over.

      “You were supposed to be taken to a safe house, then returned to me.”

      This breaks down the last of my shell. “You didn’t come after me.”

      “I sent Hades instead.”

      “You didn’t come after me.” My heart throbs, aches, cries. “You sent a stranger.”

      “I sent the best person for the job.”

      “I wanted you.”

      Then my knees have had enough. My body has had enough. Exhaustion takes my feet out from under me but Zeus doesn’t let me fall. Somehow, somehow, he catches me on one knee, the washcloth making quick work of the rest of my body. It’s dark in the bedroom when we go back out, dark when he dries me off, dark when he tugs a brush through my hair, dark when he tucks me into his bed.

      I want to keep talking to him.

      I can’t.

      I want my heart to unbreak.

      It won’t.

      It’s dark when sleep steals me away, eyes still burning, chest a hollow pit.

      It’s dark when I hear him say, from over a great distance, you didn’t want me, sweetheart. You wanted to live. You have to stay alive.
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      Even before I took over the whorehouse from my son-of-a-bitch father, I’d seen quite a few things. He made sure of that. But I’ve never seen a woman so completely shattered as Brigit.

      Should I dress her in my shirt, put her in my bed, and let her sleep it off? No. It’s possibly one of the most reckless things I’ve done. She doesn’t know that yet. I’ll have to dash her hopes in the morning, when she wakes up.

      It’s two in the afternoon, but I made the room dark. I left only enough light so that I can see the blanket rise and fall while she breathes.

      And then I sit by the side of the bed and try to determine if I’m having a heart attack or just emotions, wearing only slacks and a t-shirt.

      Worse than touching.

      Brigit no doubt thinks I have taken this in stride, what happened to her. What happened to her because of me. If I melted down every time a woman told me a horror story I’d have walked off the roof of the building a long time ago.

      This is different.

      There’s a checklist to run through to convince myself that I’m here, in the present. Sometimes, if I’m very drunk, reality loses its firm grip on me.

      It’s losing it now.

      I feel—

      I feel.

      Fuck. I drop my head into my hands. There’s no one here to see it, or notice how long it takes me to control my breathing. Heart attack. It must be. It’s a neverending throb, again, again. You did this. You did this. You did this. I’m sick for her, sick to the core, dying of it.

      A man can find himself on the night of his twenty-first birthday, listening to that fucking song. After my father died I gutted the whorehouse and when I remodeled it, I had it decorated to provide specific cues. It’s why the walls are all white and it’s impossible to find the shade of red—blood, running toward maroon—that decorated the carpets in the women’s wing on the second floor.

      It’s why I’ve let the light in, whenever possible. A signal to my own fucked-up brain that I am not, in fact, reliving that night over and over again.

      It only exists in my memory.

      Except for when it doesn’t.

      And during those times, I look for those landmarks. They are similar to the reality checks used to tell if you’re dreaming or not. Unlike clocks that change time or light switches that don’t work, these are disguised as decorative elements and color schemes. Not nearly so obvious as what Hades has done for himself at his mountain. But then he would prefer to live in complete darkness, where no one would ever be able to make guesses about him.

      I don’t have to make guesses. I’ve seen more than he knows.

      The furniture is black. The sheets are white. The walls are white. Nothing my father has ever touched is in this room. Nothing Demeter has touched is in this room, unless you count the poison she slipped her via Savannah.

      Which reminds me.

      It’s time to resurface.

      I take out my phone and text Reya.

      Has she moved?

      The answer comes without delay.

      Still glaring at the wall in your office. Would you like me to move her?

      No. Leave her where she is.

      Savannah now spends all of her free time on one of the round couches in my office. They’re particularly convenient for this purpose because each one is aligned with a steel loop on the floor. Add a collar and a narrow chain to the arrangement and there’s a suitable consequence for trying to poison someone in my house. She is allowed to leave the couch to prepare for clients and to meet with clients. If she needs to get up for another reason, one of the other girls leads her there by her chain.

      There is no possible way that Demeter will get to her again, if it was indeed Demeter who made contact. Savannah wouldn’t say. Not even after the whipping. She claims she never saw the woman’s face when they met in the alley.

      How Demeter knew to attack Brigit is another lingering question.

      It likely won’t be solved today.

      What else?

      It’s quiet in the city, like you ordered, Reya writes back. The kitchen is preparing for a normal evening. James doesn’t have any news.

      Good.

      I check to make sure Brigit is still breathing. She is, turning under the covers. Rustling. Not waking up. Pain beats at my ribs like they’ve been bruised, but I can’t allow myself to feel this particular combination of guilt and grief now.

      I meant what I said to her. The fucking van wasn’t supposed to be intercepted. But the way she said I wanted you, her voice cracking, won’t get out of my head. It is a mistake to want me. It will always be a mistake to want me.

      Katie could tell her that.

      In the dark, a whisper of memory comes into the room and circles me, never stepping fully into view.

      I almost believed you, the memory says, fingertips on the back of my neck, dipping below the collar of my shirt. A laughing breath on the shell of my ear. I almost believe you when you say it’s a mistake.

      “It is a mistake.” The tumbling, frozen feeling that accompanies these memories is hellishly unpleasant. It’s the only thing that keeps me from following a ghost to my own death. “Don’t play those games.”

      A giggle, barely audible. In my mind the whorehouse rearranges itself on the floors below me until it’s the way it was. But it’s not. I check the furniture, and the bed. It’s the memory that won’t comply.

      What if I want to play like this?

      I grip the phone with one hand and put the other in my pocket. “What do you want from me?”

      A kiss, she whispers, and then she’s gone. Not she—only a memory, a figment of imagination, a hallucination. Not real, not real. Brigit turns over again. She is real. The bed is real. The white walls are real. My father is truly dead.

      The pain around my heart becomes a wretched twist and I banish all thoughts of red dresses and dark hair and the way she laughs. I look at Brigit sleeping until I’m certain that she’s not another woman arranged on the bed like a sacrifice.

      When I check my phone again I discover that I’ve lost two hours.

      And I have guests for dinner.

      I wonder if they’ll make their announcement while we eat or wait until Persephone actually gives birth. Or if they’ll try to hide it. With Demeter on the loose in the city, it’s something that should be discussed.

      Brigit doesn’t stir while I put the rest of my clothes on. My shoes. Button my jacket. Summon James to stand outside her door until I return. He meets me in the hall and I hold up a hand to the light while my eyes adjust. At small moments like these, I can imagine how the uncomfortable sting of bright light would multiply and multiply until it’s unbearable.

      Other moments—most moments—I don’t care.

      I find Hades downstairs in my private dining room, already seated, watching the waiter put plates on the table. Naked suspicion is in his eyes. I note the condition then brush away the information. An old habit. “You’ve come alone,” I tell him as I sit. “Are you hoping to bond with me?”

      The waiter disappears and Hades ignores me, looking down at his plate. “What game are you playing?”

      I pick up a fork. “The game where I’m a consummate host and you’re an unhinged asshole. The words you’re looking for are thank you, Zeus, for remembering my dining preferences.”

      “My dining preferences don’t involve seeing your face.” He might be unhinged and an asshole, but he still has his table manners. And he doesn’t argue with me about the food.

      Because I do know how he prefers his steak and that he is allergic to blueberries. Demeter used to put them in his mouth when he was unconscious. Family fun and games.

      I also know that it annoys him to have revealed, accidentally or not, any personal information. Ah, it can’t be helped. We grew up together.

      “Did you send Persephone back to the mountain?”

      A flicker of distaste. “No.”

      “Does Demeter know?” Eyes on mine, a frigid blue around the always-expanded pupils. “For god’s sake, Hades, don’t insult me by pretending that I don’t recognize a pregnant woman when I see one.”

      “No one knows.”

      “Early, then.

      “Yes.” Candlelight dances off the polished silver of his fork. I can tell he’s thinking about killing me with it. “She didn’t feel well enough to travel.”

      “As you know, you are a welcome guest for as long as you need.”

      He scoffs at this. “Of all the people on the planet, I hate you the most.”

      I put a hand to my still-aching chest. “You wouldn’t believe how flattered I am. How honored.” And how tired. I’m fucking tired. It’s not that staying up all night is a particular hardship in my line of work. The worry is what’s different. “I notice you traveled with her here.”

      Hades looks down at his plate. It’s several bites before he replies. “It was a necessity.”

      “For me? You shouldn’t have.”

      “For me, you stupid fuck. She’ll never be apart from me again.” Now the chill in his eyes reaches past my defenses. “She’s the one who wanted to go after your runaway whore. I wouldn’t have taken the time.”

      Runaway whore causes something like a hot flash and I take a lengthy drink of wine to hide it. “Yes, well. Time was of the essence.”

      He’s watching, assessing. I loathe when he does this. Unfortunately, he knows that about me. After all these years, his eyes are still unsettling. “Too lazy to keep track of your own property, then?”

      “She’s not property.” Fuck. Mistake.

      “You said as much to her when we arrived,” he counters. “A debt, then.” Hades sits back in his seat. “Unless it’s worse than that.”

      I laugh. “Asset recovery is just business.”

      “Is her pussy just business, too? There are rumors in your household, you know. Rumors that you’re a man possessed. That you’re going to fuck all the worth out of her before she gets her payout. That you already have.” Now it’s his turn to laugh. “You’ve got to stop falling in love with the prostitutes. They don’t love you back.”

      My wine is the first thing to fly off the table when I move, hitting the floor and tipping over as silently as wine can on carpet. Hades is ready for me, as we are not outside and I have so courteously adjusted the lights for him. He’s on his feet by the time I get my hands in the front of his jacket, ready to break his nose, the bones in his cheeks, anything. All of him. Anger is boiling oil, sliding over every one of my bones, sinking in deep.

      I could kill him.

      Right now.
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      “I can’t leave the two of you alone for five minutes,” says Persephone. She’s framed in the door with Conor by her side, the dog looking absurdly huge next to her petite frame.

      She crosses to the table as if Hades is not grinning at me suicidally and I am not poised to wreck him. Honestly, I think he likes a good fistfight. It gives him a source of pain other than his own head. Persephone touches his elbow, then rises on tiptoe to kiss his cheek. “Could you not?”

      He nods down at my hand, fisted in his jacket. “I haven’t done a thing,” he says mildly.

      Then she turns her gaze on me. It’s so like Demeter’s that it sends a shiver rushing down my spine to the back of my ankles. “No fighting at dinner. I killed a man for you today.”

      I let go of Hades and straighten my own clothes, then call for a waiter to bring a third chair. Persephone accepts, then orders a bowl of soup. When it arrives we eat in silence.

      “My mother is in the city, isn’t she?” she says into that silence, broken only by the crackle of the fire in the fireplace. The dog pads over and curls up by Hades’ chair, ears up. He’s alert for something. Probably me.

      “Yes.”

      “Where?”

      “I haven’t been able to locate her.”

      “But she’s been here.”

      Hades bristles. “Why didn’t you say that?”

      “Because she hasn’t been here, in the whorehouse. She got to one of the women. Poisoned tea. The girl gave it to Brigit.”

      It’s the first time I’ve used her name in front of them, and Hades angles his body toward Persephone as if he can stand in front of her while also sitting down at the table. It’s almost endearing, coming from him.

      “I think it’s time we heard what happened between the two of you.” Persephone stirs at her soup. Chicken noodle. “We already know why things have...broken down between her and Hades.”

      Persephone is the answer to that.

      Obviously.

      “What are you talking about?” Hades’ voice has gone flat. “The two of them work together.”

      “Worked together.” I finish my own steak, then pick through the vegetables, which are equally as good. I hire the best in my kitchens. “She’s no longer very cooperative.

      “Tell him,” Persephone prompts.

      “You don’t know what you’re talking about.”

      She pins her gaze to mine. I don’t know what happened to the trembling, crying slip of a thing who I kidnapped for sport not long ago.

      Well—yes I do. It was Hades.

      So it’s him that I address this story to, since Persephone has pieced enough of it together on her own. “Do you recall the day you came to get Persephone?”

      His hand tightens on hers. “Yes.”

      “Then you also recall walking into my building unimpeded by the many security forces I have on the property.”

      “I recall that you were letting her die on one of your whore’s couches.”

      “And was she dead?” I shoot back. “No, she was not. In fact, your little plaything was still safely in my possession, waiting for you. Perhaps you would have preferred that I let Demeter leave with her.”

      Hades growls, his pupils blown out now. Heart rate must be going up. “You allowed her to come here in the first place.”

      “I allowed her to come here so the meeting place would be secure, little brother.”

      “You let Demeter poison Persephone.”

      “For Christ’s sake, I thought she was done with the poisoning. I had her searched on the way in. She hid it in her fingernail polish. She’s crazier than you are. Relax, asshole, there are people guarding the door.”

      He’s got such a tight grip on the table that I’m vaguely worried he’ll crush it, though the furniture here can withstand me. The process of letting his shoulders down is obviously difficult. Dark hate shadows his face. He picks up a fork, then thinks better of it and puts it back down. “I brought your whore back.”

      “You brought my business asset—”

      “Don’t lie to me.”

      “She’s not—”

      “I can see your fucking face,” Hades spits. “We’re not in broad daylight. I can see you as well as anyone else. You brought Persephone back, I brought your whore. Don’t tell me it meant nothing to you.” He lifts his fork and stabs it in my direction. “Don’t toy with your own people. You know what comes of that.”

      “Toy with them? I’m offended. I provide them with everything they could want or need, including protection from the likes of you.”

      A bitter laugh. “And they believe you when you lie. Everyone sitting at this table knows that you’re the biggest threat in this place.” His lips curls. “Our father made you that way. He was so proud.”

      It’s the exhaustion, I think, that lets him get so far under my skin that I can feel the words scraping at my ribs. It’s the old memories coming back to haunt me. I eat a green bean and rearrange my face into its usual placid expression. My heart races. It’s going to burst, and I’ll die, and fine. Fine. “You know, Hades, it wasn’t just dogs.”

      He narrows his eyes. “You never had a dog.”

      Persephone’s eyes dart back and forth between us, and I can’t stop myself. It’s too fucking late. “He caught me once. Do you know? Ah—you wouldn’t, because you were unconscious at the time.”

      “Caught you doing what? Fucking one of his favorite whores?” There goes another fork. My brother, bless him, feels his own anger in such a physical way.

      “Dragging you out of the sun.” I keep my eyes on his while I finish the wine. The waiter appears as if summoned to fill the glass. “Eleanor couldn’t do it. You were too heavy. Dead. Weight. And there were times, Hades, there were times when it was too late for your dog to help, either. You were quite bruised that day. I think a sunburn would have been too much.”

      Hades’ eyes are black now. “I didn’t ask you to rescue me.”

      “And I didn’t ask him to kill a woman in exchange for it.” Not Katie. Before Katie. Just one of the ones I’d looked at. He’d seen me looking. I never looked at Katie in front of my father, not with anything other than disdain.

      “You shouldn’t have done it.” And I think of him, standing there in the moonlight after Rosie, his face desolate.

      “And yet here we are, having a lovely family meal.”

      My brother’s face is etched in old pain but he forces it back until he’s just looking blankly at his plate, then at me. “And the point of ruining dinner was what, Zeus?”

      “That we can’t go back,” supplies Persephone. Hades’ eyes flick to her face, his brow furrowing. “I’ll throw up all the way back to the mountain. I barely made it here. And we can’t trust the pharmacies.”

      “Listen to her, Hades.” I let the wine swish around in the glass. “Stay here and stay alive. Go out and risk Demeter.”

      Persephone stands up first, pulling Hades with her. His jaw is set, eyes dark. “Our people will help find her,” she offers.

      “No need.”

      She lets out a breath. “How is Brigit?”

      I wave this off. “She’ll be fine. The sooner she can get back on the floor, the better.”

      A graceful nod, and then the two of them leave, the dog following close by.

      I stay in the dining room alone.

      The sun sinks below the horizon.

      In my bedroom, Brigit breathes. Again and again and again.
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      I’m asleep for a long time.

      I know it as soon as I wake up, limbs heavy, all of me heavy under the blankets. I work movement up through my toes and my shins and my knees. It’s not an automatic process, waking up. I thought it was wrong. It’s a long time before I can open my eyes. Part of me doesn’t want to. Part of me is afraid that I’ll find myself back in that hotel room, staring at the wall at the beginning of my wedding day.

      Eventually, there are no other options.

      My eyes are bleary. Really, how long have I been asleep? Not long enough to put the space I want between me and that cathedral. Everything after that is hazy, water-soaked, shower-soaked. Were we in the shower? I blink to clear my eyes and find that yes, I can still see, and yes, I am still in Zeus’s bed, and yes, he is here. Deep down, a part of me sighs in relief. He might not have come to the cathedral but he’s close, and that’s all that matters.

      He sits in front of the window, bathed in light from a nearby lamp, an open ledger propped on one knee. He is without question the most beautiful thing I’ve ever seen, and that includes every piece of art and every sunrise and every sunset. He is all the sunrises, and all the sunsets. His bronze hair is just so, hanging down over his forehead, and even the curve of his neck is an ode to strength and grace and cruelty. All of those contradictions, all together. He wears a white dress shirt with the sleeves rolled to his elbows and dark slacks.

      Shoes on.

      It’s the shoes that give me the first shot of adrenaline for the morning. For the day. Or night. I don’t know. Why is he wearing shoes in his own bedroom?

      I push myself up on one elbow for a better look. “Hello, Brigit.” He keeps writing while he says it, not looking at me.

      “Hi.” My voice is raspy, unused. “How long have I been sleeping?”

      “Just since yesterday. It’s seven in the evening.” He finishes what he’s writing and closes the ledger, and as soon as he turns to face me I wish he hadn’t. He looks distant. Cold. This is nothing like the man who washed my hair for me yesterday and tucked me in this bed. “How are you feeling?”

      “Tired, still.” Maybe I’ll turn over and sink back into my dreams and when I wake up he won’t be this way. This will all be a terrible dream I’ve had in this flawless room, in this big bed that I’m occupying all by myself. “How are you?”

      “Better now that my business is no longer at risk,” he says. My business. What the actual hell. I swallow something sharp and wait. “We have some things to discuss.”

      Sitting up seems like the best way to face this, so I do, only to discover that I am wearing one of his t-shirts. A blanket over it changes nothing about how I feel, but I wrap it tighter around my shoulders and try to visualize being fully dressed. I wish he would come to bed with me instead of sitting there, watching me with a cousin to pity in his golden eyes.

      I can’t stand it.

      “Do we have things to discuss? Because I’m in your bed, and your clothes. Was this an accident?”

      “No, sweetheart.” A short-lived smile. “But it can’t continue.”

      A full-body chill, like a ghost has taken up residence under my skin. “You’re sending me away?”

      “Of course not.”

      “Because you want me here.”

      “I want my business to remain intact.”

      I’m fully awake now. They’re sickeningly clear, my memories. The dancing. The cruelty. The way he was last night, when he told me that it was an accident, my uncle getting his hands on me. An accident. That he hadn’t intended it. We’re past business. “I’m not talking about your business.”

      “I’m always talking about my business.” He leans forward and I hate how gorgeous he is while he’s about to break up with me. It’s impossible to break up, since we were never together, but it’s the same knife to my back. “No matter what you thought or felt, there will never be anything between us.”

      I don’t dare look away. My eyelids, already heavy, begin to burn. “What are you saying?”

      “I meant it when I said you were property. A business asset. For that reason you cannot be put at risk. Not when there are still harmful agents in the city.”

      “You mean my father?”

      “I mean your father, and my sister, and any number of people they may have had contact with. It will take some time to guarantee the security here, and in the city.”

      “So that’s your answer, then.” Not for the first time, I want to die. “You don’t want me because I’m just another one of your whores.”

      “Would it be so inaccurate?” Now the smile returns. It’s unshakeable. “If it helps, you can think of it as something separate from you. This is what I am, Brigit. I own the brothel. I sell the women. I take a cut. Who would I be if I fell for every prostitute that walked through the door with a pretty face and decent tits? Not myself. And I’m the person that all of you are depending on. I’m the monster under your beds. Not the knight who saves you.”

      My grip on the blanket is so tight that my fingers lock up. I have to release the hold one knuckle at a time. “I don’t believe that. You own us, yes.” Us. Jesus. “But you’re a person, too. You can have feelings. You can fall in love.”

      “Feelings.” A scornful laugh, one that wounds. “This is commerce. Gold and silver. Black and white. Feelings are irrelevant in a business like this. You know that.”

      “They’re not,” I insist. “That’s why you have rules. That’s why clients can be refused.” This dead, falling feeling is enough to set the words in my mouth free. “Because you care about the women here. You protect them. You protect me. I think this is about something else. I think you’re hurting me because you’re afraid.”

      He raises his eyebrows. “Afraid of what?”

      “I think you’re afraid of what happens when there’s more to you than money and selling women. I think you’re afraid of what happens when people see you as a mortal and not just a rich asshole who sits in a room for people to fawn over him. If you’re that desperate for attention, it’s for sale—”

      He moves so fast that my eyes are still tracking the ledger, falling, when he gets to the edge of the bed. Zeus leans over me. Buries his fists in the mattress. A human cage. He’s hot, hotter than I would have thought, and the heat from his body fills the space between us. “I’m not buying attention.”

      Zeus’s attention is a forest fire, the heat licking over my skin. “Yes you are.”

      “I’m buying safety, sweetheart. For you and every other woman in this place.”

      “Safety?” I’m embarrassed at how my voice cracks but there’s nothing to be done. “I watched you whip Savannah until she bled.”

      “And you were so jealous,” he mocks. “I saw it in your eyes.”

      “How is that safety?”

      “She knows her place now.” An answer for everything. Always an answer. “She won’t hurt other people. She won’t hurt you again.”

      “You don’t care about other people,” I say to taunt him. It’s not true. He cares much more than he wants to admit. The women in his employ. His brother.

      “Don’t I?” He thunders, and I’ve hit a nerve, I have finally done it. “Look around you. What man chooses to spend his life in a place like this with fucking no one, surrounded at every party and completely alone? It’s not for me, you sweet, naive thing, it’s for everyone else. I’m making up for a lifetime of pain and fear and hurt. The things my father did—” He grits his teeth, and for a moment, it’s obvious how lost he is, how gone into the past. A flash of regret scrapes down my back. It’s a rare, terrifying thing to watch him struggle for control. This close up, it’s a beautiful nightmare. “To the women here—”

      I reach up to touch his face because I can’t think of anything else to do. I did this. I woke this rage, and what looks like fear underneath. I pushed him to this.

      It feels good.

      And terrible.

      “It was my fault,” he says, his voice dropping, though we are the only two people in the room and no one can possibly overhear him. “I could have stepped in, but I never did. I wanted to stay alive too much.”

      “I don’t think anyone blames you—”

      “I don’t care about blame.” His arms tense, and I hope feverishly that he’ll hold me, but he keeps his fists pinned to the bed. “I care about bodies. About lives.”

      What he’s saying—what he’s suggesting— “Your father killed women?”

      “Look at me.” I’m already looking, but now I focus on his eyes, the gold streaks in them, the truth there. “And tell me if my father killed women.”

      I run my thumbs over his cheekbones but he won’t relax. Why would he? I’m nothing, and no one, and I have provoked him. “Who was it?”

      He breaks eye contact for the first time, closing his eyes, and my chest throbs. This is what it is to witness all the terrible, dark things about a person, the things that follow them every waking moment. I’ve been so stupid. I believed his illusion. I believed that it was a show, that beneath the perfect smiles and the money-soaked laugh that nothing was complicated for him. Ever, ever. I was wrong.

      “Katie,” he whispers, and then he clears his throat as if he’s ashamed to have whispered. “Katie,” he says again, and it occurs to me that there are no women here named Katie. I haven’t met a single one. I’m close enough to kiss him, but a kiss has never felt so useless. “I fell in love with her when I was twenty.”

      The admission startles me, raising the hairs on the back of my arms like he’s whispered it to me in a dark wood. It’s a confession. “Here?”

      “Where the fuck else?” His eyes meet mine again and it’s all there, at the surface, visible. All the grief and horror and pain. “I was going to leave. With her. My father found out somehow. Or my sister did.”

      “Your sister?”

      “I only left her alone for an hour.” He sounds wretched, wrecked. “And when I found her again she was already dead. I—couldn’t stay, but I know the way a person looks when they’ve been poisoned. I know how they taste.”

      “You kissed me that day.”

      “Yes.”

      “You kissed her, too.”

      “Yes.”

      “You thought I would die.”

      “No.” A deep breath, one that seems to revive him, but only a little. “There wasn’t enough. It was a miscalculation on Savannah’s part. There was a chance, but—” His arms flex again. “I have a plan in place now. I have many plans in place. And yes, Brigit, I feel fucking responsible for what happened to Katie. And that makes me responsible for everyone else who comes here looking for a way out of their life. I owe it to her to make this a—a safe haven.”

      I would never have called it that, but he is right—I’m naive.

      So naive.

      I came here looking for a way out, too. And I got one.

      “This place is my penance,” he says. “It will bleed me dry until there’s nothing left to give. Do you understand?”

      “Yes,” I whisper. “But that doesn’t mean you don’t care about me.”

      “It means I can’t.” He straightens up, tugging his shirt into place, and the new distance between us breaks my heart. “I won’t give you to the chief of police, who bid highest for you. But I can’t be with you. I can never be with you. You don’t want my love, sweetheart. It would destroy you.”

      He says the last part with his hands in his pockets, in the same tone he would use for any other member of his staff. As if I mean nothing to him. Chills run over my skin, because despite everything I thought I knew, it feels real. And final.

      “What if—” I feel like a child, grasping for a fairy tale. “What if you didn’t say that? What if you just said that you love me. Or that you like me. Or that you wanted me, at all.”

      Zeus doesn’t move. His expression is what pushes me away, farther and farther until I’m almost certain I can’t reach him. “You’ll stay here,” he continues, as if I haven’t said anything. “You’ll stay here for your own safety, but I won’t fuck you, and no one else is allowed to fuck you, either. That’s the only thing I can offer you.”

      I’m stunned into silence, and he nods as if we’ve completed a business deal and turns away. One step. Two. Three.

      “What am I supposed to do, then?”

      He pauses at the door, and I’m looking at a stranger. A complete stranger. I’ve never seen this man before. Or—I have, on the very first night I came to the whorehouse. I saw him then, in the moments before he noticed me. “Prepare yourself for the evening and meet me in my office. We’ll discuss compensation.”

      “You washed my hair,” I call after him. All I can see is the sleeve of his shirt. “You care about me. I know you do… You love me.”

      “I’d have done it for anyone,” he answers. “It’s part of my duty. Part of my penance.” And then he leaves me alone without another word.
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      It takes Brigit forty-five minutes to get ready for the evening, and I spend all of it in my office, Savannah pretending not to watch me while I sit at my desk.

      Fuck me.

      My face still burns from telling her about Katie, and now the memory of that night hovers close again. It’s a palpable presence, always behind me, always out of view. Close, it says. You got so close. Didn’t you want to play like that?

      “No,” I answer.

      Savannah shifts on the round couch. Even if she were able to unchain herself, it would be an embarrassing trip out the front door. I only allow her one article of clothing at a time. Today I’ve allowed her a bra. “Were you talking to me?”

      I glare at her until she looks away. “If you want to visit with clients tonight, I suggest keeping your mouth shut.”

      She snaps her lips together and draws her knees up to her chest.

      There’s movement at the door.

      I’ve never seen this woman before, the one standing there, framed in light from the hall and from my office. Then she smiles and is transformed, back into Brigit.

      A version of Brigit I have never seen before.

      Not after they finished with her in the spa. Never. Her makeup is flawless, making her eyes look huge, the green glittering and precious. I want the precise pink shade of her cheeks in a painting. I would reach for my phone and tell James to find the painter I use most frequently, but I can’t look away from her. If I do, my heart will stop.

      The gown she wears—sheer and pink, to match her cheeks—is the most tantalizing thing I have ever witnessed on a person. There’s an opaque layer beneath, so I can’t see most of her skin. It’s an invitation.

      An invitation from a siren.

      “Come here,” I tell her, but she’s already on her way. Her eyes dart to where Savannah sits frozen in her bra.

      I’m proud of how little pain Brigit shows. A blink, a curve of her lip, and then her expression is placid again. The click of her heels on the floor fills my brain, but the sound is overtaken by the sight of her lowering herself gracefully into a chair across from me and folding her hands on her lap. “I know you’re busy,” she says. “I won’t take up much of your time. And I need to get to the ballroom.”

      “You’re not going to be fucking anyone tonight, Bright.”

      A concerned frown. “I don’t want to take your money for no work. It doesn’t seem right.”

      “I’ll determine what’s right.” Brigit looks at me from under her eyelashes. “You’re being compensated for your presence, not for your work with clients.”

      Savannah has been shifting subtly all this time so that the lamp on my desk catches in her eyes. She is the picture of jealousy, a sick, twisting jealousy. My hands feel the same way. They’re jealous of Brigit’s dress and the panties she’s undoubtedly wearing underneath.

      That’s to say nothing of my cock, which has none of my patience. It also has no regard for my pants.

      It’s a mindset issue, really, but one I don’t think I can overcome with Brigit sitting there.

      “I have a proposition.” She lifts her chin. What happened to her in the last forty-five minutes? When she arrived back at the whorehouse she was a broken mess.

      And then I broke her again.

      This is Brigit folding all that hurt away and turning it to something far more dangerous than tears and begging.

      Fuck.

      “You can’t proposition me. We’ve had this discussion.”

      “I want to work for my pay.” She rises, and so do I. If I have to chain her to another one of my couches, I will. She is not going to fuck some random client tonight. If she does, it will be over my still-warm corpse. But Brigit doesn’t move toward the door. She moves toward me. And my mind won’t process what she’s doing, not fully, until she’s already sinking to her knees in front of me.

      “No.”

      I am nearly undone, seeing her from this angle, her face tilted toward mine. Green eyes surrounded by lashes that I want to see streaked with white pearls of cum. “This is nothing we haven’t done before,” she points out, and reaches for my belt. “Savannah can even stay and watch.”

      It’s a twisted pleasure, hearing her say it. Savannah deserves to see this without question. That’s what I tell myself. This is a favor to Brigit. A way to take back some power over Savannah. If it makes her feel better to suck me off, then who am I to prevent her?

      “Fine.” I infuse the word with boredom. “But make it quick. There are clients waiting.”

      Her hands pause on my zipper. “And my compensation?”

      I name an amount that’s absurdly high. Savannah covers her mouth with one hand, trying unsuccessfully to hide a gasp. Brigit pulls me out of my pants, and she takes her eyes off my face to consider the task in front of her.

      And then, without another moment’s hesitation, she sticks out her perfect pink tongue and gives it a long, searching lick, as if it’s a lollipop and this is the first time she’s ever tasted sugar.

      I have made one miscalculation.

      Brigit puts one small hand around my base and presses forward, her tongue slick on sensitive flesh. There is no denying that I’m about to black out from the pleasure of this alone. I thread my fingers through her hair for balance. She makes a little noise of protest—she’s done up her hair, I see—but mussed hair is a hazard of the profession. She can deal with it when I’m finished. What’s most important is that the sound travels all the way to the base of my spine.

      Fuck.

      “Reya,” I call. Though she has her lips wrapped firmly around me, Brigit shows no sign of embarrassment at the approaching footsteps. Reya pauses in the open doorway, takes in the scene, and frowns. I don’t give a fuck about her frowning right now. She can have her opinions about my choices, but at the end of the day she works for me, and I have given her a pleasant life, and it doesn’t matter, because Brigit has just licked down the full length of me, root to tip, and followed it up with taking me deep, to the back of her throat. “Take her away.”

      “Of course.” She comes to unchain Savannah from her spot and leads her to the spa on the end of her leash.

      “Thank you,” Savannah says.

      “It’s not me,” Reya answers, and then they’re out the door. Reya reaches back to pull it closed behind her.

      Brigit giggles. My toes curl.

      And then, experimentally, her big eyes on mine, she swallows.
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      Something happened to me when Zeus left the room.

      I realized, sitting there on his bed, that I have nothing left to lose. And if he can treat me like a whore, then I can act like one. Two of us can play this game. I am, after all, the same woman who defied him on my first night in the whorehouse, the same one who refused to cry and panic. I kissed him then.

      I can refuse to let him break me now.

      So I unfolded myself from the bed and padded down to the spa in nothing but his t-shirt and bare feet and told the women there that it was an emergency. That I needed to look my best.

      The blush pink dress is alluring, but that’s not what Zeus is focused on now, with the head of his cock butting against the back of my throat. They gave me tips for this, in the spa. He made me a shameless slut. I was within my rights to ask for pointers, and I got them. Breathe through your nose. Swallow against the gag reflex. Let him see you cry.

      He can’t see me right now. Zeus’s head is tipped back like he’s seeing god.

      Maybe he is. And I’m giving a god a blowjob. It’s enough to make anyone find religion, honestly.

      Zeus makes a wordless noise in the back of his throat. The echo causes an answering pulse between my legs, and damn it, if he asked me to fuck him right now I would consider it. I wouldn’t do it, because this is the opening move of a new game we’re playing, but I wish I could.

      I’m wet enough already, a fact that he doesn’t need to know.

      He never needs to know how much I want this.

      I press my thighs together, trying to get relief in friction, while I turn my attention to drawing that sound out of him again. He likes it when I dig my nails into his thighs through his pants. But he loves it when I pull him in as far as he can go and then flatten my tongue on the sensitive underside of his dick. And when I curve my tongue—

      That. He makes the sound again and pulls my hair hard enough that tears sting my eyes.

      I don’t blink them away.

      I increase the pressure, the rhythm, and Zeus falls into it like he’s been waiting all his life for someone to catch him. My knees hurt on the hard floor but it’s a good pain, the kind of pain that tells you you’re doing something dirty and delicious. No—no. I shouldn’t let myself feel that. He broke my heart, he hurt me, and I can’t want more of him. I can’t revel in the groan that tears out of him or feel pride in the way his hands clench and release in my hair.

      Can I?

      He pulls me in close and I relax on instinct, swallowing, swallowing. “Fuck, Brigit,” he says, and warmth spreads out through my body. All of me. Down to the ends of the curls in my hair. You’re playing a game. I have to remember that. This isn’t an intimate act. It’s an act of subterfuge. He wants to tell me we can’t be together, then fine. But he’s not going to forget me. He’ll never forget me.

      He’ll never forget this.

      Zeus fucks my face with abandon, and it’s so different from the way it first happened that my heart races. That’s not just from the limited oxygen, either, it’s because I’ve never seen him like this. There is nothing calculated in the way his hips rock, no facade in the way he holds my head like he owns me.

      Like he wants very much to own me.

      Another groan, and this one almost tears me in two. Swallow, swallow. He sucks in a short, sharp breath.

      If he was telling the truth about that woman—about Katie—and meant it when he said this was a safe haven, then he hasn’t been doing this. Not nearly as often as the girls made it seem. He would never allow himself to be with them this way.

      It’s only for me.

      I steady myself against his thighs and he shoves in hard, deeper than before, and the old me would have struggled. The old me would have tried to push him away, desperate for air and life.

      This version of me would rather die than put space between us.

      Zeus pulls out of my mouth so abruptly that I’m left with my jaw hanging open. He forces my head up.

      Our eyes meet.

      He’s breathing hard, on the verge of panting. Darkness has taken up residence in his eyes. An inner battle. My own breathing is ragged. The last time I was on my knees in front of him—

      He came in Savannah’s mouth instead.

      “I don’t care if you love me. But at least admit that I’ve earned this.”

      I let him see my face.

      The tears on my cheeks.

      Everything.

      A growl wrenches itself out of him and he uses one hand to open my jaw wider, a thumb running over the hinge there with a softness that’s totally at odds with the way he takes my throat again. Fast. Viscous. Like he wants it to hurt me. Like he knows he can hurt me and I’ll still survive. Like he’s intimately acquainted with how strong I’ve become.

      Hands back in my hair, he pulls me onto his cock again and again and again, my body moving only for him. On the last stroke he shoves in as far as he can, so far that I choke this time, and then I’m drowning in the salty taste of him.

      His release goes on and on and on.

      Zeus strokes my hair while he comes.

      Then he lets me go and shudders. A full-body shake. The kind of shiver you only see from a lover.

      He offers me a hand up off the floor, and when I’m on my feet he reaches up with a thumb to wipe something from the corner of my mouth. “Stay out of trouble,” he says. “You are under my protection now. Not everyone will know that.”

      I make a show of swallowing one last time.

      A smile.

      A wave.

      And then I leave him standing there.
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      Outside the ballroom I pause by an alcove that contains a floor-to-ceiling mirror—Zeus thought of every detail in this place, and it’s obvious—and take a series of calming breaths.

      I’m not going to fall over, or swoon, or cry. I’m not going to run up to the small room next to his. Now that I think of it, the guest suite might have made this easier. Reya informed me of his decision while I was in a stylist’s chair with two women’s hands in my face, transforming me into the fresh, irresistible girl I needed to be tonight.

      “Why can’t I stay with everyone else?” I asked, stealing glances at myself in the mirror. “Or in the attic.”

      She patted my hand and I couldn’t be angry at her. Of all the people in this place, she’s probably the one who understands best what it is to be constantly shoved in and out of Zeus’s orbit. Reya is the person who spends the most time with him under normal circumstances. Now that balance has been upset.

      By me.

      And I’d imagine chaining Savannah to a piece of furniture in his office tips the scales too.

      “It’s for safety,” Reya told me, and my heart squeezed again. I wanted to play the cool, aloof woman who walked in here prepared to kiss anyone and sell anything. Sometimes I am that woman. And other times I’m feeling the weight of him on the bed, seeing the searing pain in his eyes, hearing guilt rough his voice.

      There was a time I thought this was the easier decision, coming here. Easier than going to Hades’ mountain or marrying my uncle. Oh—oh no. I leaned forward in the chair, upsetting the women working on my makeup.

      The counter. The mirror. Even the chair.

      One of them pushed me back. “Stay still, honey.”

      I stayed still while I tried to forget the press of another countertop on my cheek. My head rhythmically hitting glass.

      I’m still now, not moving a muscle, and when I catch sight of myself in the mirror I’m looking at a terrified girl and not the jezebel vision in blush pink who finally got a small piece of what she wanted.

      If I squeeze my eyes shut and think of the sounds Zeus made while he was down my throat, it’s better.

      It’s better.

      And I look fine. There’s not much in this gauzy thing to straighten, other than the underdress, and it is flawless when I sweep into the ballroom.

      This is the part I spend much time thinking about. What am I supposed to do now that I’m in here, if I’m not allowed to visit with clients? That’s how the other women make deals. They curl up into laps, they put their fingertips on collars, they flit in beautiful gowns from one place to another wearing mysterious smiles. If a person off the street walked in without knowing where he was, he would only see a cocktail party trending toward dinner, lit up with gowns like jewels and suits like uncut diamonds.

      Zeus has wrapped it up in a layer of class that shouldn’t exist.

      And class doesn’t allow for nervous women in pink dresses to stand around aimlessly and wring her hands.

      I hit my stride several steps inside the door. I’ll sit in one of his chairs. Two big chairs, side by side, at one end of the room. Sometimes he sits there with a guest. Other times alone. He is always surveying his kingdom.

      He is, in his way, a king.

      I decide to obey him. For tonight. It will convince him that I’m following his rules. I am following his rules, except for the part where I found him in his office and learned something important, which is that...

      He still wants me.

      I drop down into his chair and wait for someone to tell me I’m in the wrong spot. No one does. Maybe not everyone knows what I am to him now—property—but enough people do. Fine. Good. I arrange my face into what I hope is a mysterious smile and watch the rest of the room. Savannah hurries in, flustered and pink cheeked, but she swipes her hands quickly over her face and she’s seductive again. Assessing. She’s not going to take risks or waste her time.

      While I sit here in my own bruised, complicated feelings.

      I don’t want to be in love with him, but I am.

      I don’t want to feel a pull to him, but I do.

      I don’t want to be on my knees in front of him.

      Ha—a big, fat lie.

      I’m a good girl with my hands in my lap for a full fifteen minutes before glittering dark catches my eye. It’s Persephone, escorted into the ballroom by Hades, who...has an effect. People don’t want to look at him. It’s like they’re afraid that if they do, he might retaliate. He leans down to say something into her ear and Persephone laughs, her face lighting up with amusement. She might be the only one in this room who’s not terrified of him.

      I am, and I know he won’t touch me. Not because he isn’t strong enough, or powerful enough, but because Persephone is the only one for him.

      It’s simple envy that makes my chest ache. Not heartbreak.

      He brings her across the room, the two of them creating an empty space around them as people shift and pull back. His enormous dog makes them shrink back further.

      Who brings a dog to a ball?

      They’re almost to me when a single person approaches Hades. Not timidly. Not cautiously. With big strides and a smile crinkling his dark eyes. The two men shake hands, their heads close together. Persephone lifts Hades’ big hand to her lips and presses a kiss to the back of it.

      Then she comes over to me, leaving the man and dog behind.. And drops, with a sigh, into the other chair.

      She’s stunning. The black gown is glittering, I see now, with sewn-in gems. They’re so clear and sparkling that they must be real diamonds. She looks like the stars have come down and wrapped her in the night, though she leans her head back like she’s out in a green field, the sun on her face. “How are you enjoying the party?”

      It makes me laugh. “It makes for good people-watching.”

      Persephone straightens up and leans toward me. Are we friends? I don’t know if I would ever be so lucky. But her silver eyes glow. “I’m glad you’re here,” she says. “I don’t like to interrupt people’s work. Oh—am I in your way?”

      “You killed my uncle for me,” I say over the twist in my heart. “I think I’d abandon any client for whatever you wanted.”

      “Technically...” Her hand comes down on the arm of her chair, so delicate. “It was the cardiac arrest that killed him.”

      “Thank you,” I tell her. It’s so inadequate, for what she did. For interrupting my uncle. For not backing down. A new lump in my throat traps the rest of what I’d considered saying.

      Persephone pats my hand. “You’re welcome. But we don’t have to talk about it, if you don’t want to.” She looks like she might say more, but doesn’t. We sit in silence for a minute. I have a thousand questions for her. The way Zeus mentioned her made me think she’d been on the mountain with Hades for a long time, but it couldn’t have happened that way. There were things going on in the city rumored to be about a fight between the two brothers—maybe it happened then.

      My mother was dying. I wasn’t paying attention.

      But now, looking at the way she glows so darkly...

      Her eyes track Hades, who has not gone far, not out of sight. He sits at a table with the man and as I watch he laughs. Out loud. It transforms his face, softening some of the cruel lines. Oh. Oh.

      Did he hurt you? I want to ask. Did you like it?

      “You would look good in red,” I mention.

      She turns her smile on me, which is like being bathed in flower petals. “I wear it sometimes, but Hades prefers me in black during times like these.”

      “I thought he never left his mountain.”

      A little frown. “Things are complicated. And...” A deep breath, a shake of her head. “Are you all right? I know I said we didn’t have to talk about it, but I know what I walked in on at the cathedral.”

      I hear cathedral but my body feels countertop and mirror. The top of my head feels it still, the hard push of the glass. The silk down my throat. I swallow at it, once, twice, but it doesn’t go away. At this moment a uniformed man with a tray comes by with sparkling water. I’ll have to find a way to tip him heavily later. I think he’s just saved my life.

      “I’m biding my time.” The water helps clear the bitter taste of fear from my mouth. “Doing what I’m told. Doing what Zeus tells me to do.”

      She pauses. “If you need a place to go, there’s a place on the mountain for you.”

      “No.” A lightning bolt to the heart, to even think of leaving him, despite everything. “I’m trying to get back to France. To where my mother was from.”

      “France.” A jealous sigh. “My dream was always to visit the New York Public Library. The lions in front have names, did you know that? They’re called Patience and Fortitude. Hades thought it was funny when we went.”

      I peer at the man in his meeting, the one who is known to prefer his mountain over anything. “He did that for you?”

      “He paid for a private overnight visit. We landed at sunset, and then—” Her eyes flutter closed at the memory. “It was wonderful.”

      I could throw up this sparkling water right now for the jealousy. It’s so foolish, so pointless. These are not good men. They are cruel and mean. A small voice whispers but not all the time. I ignore it. “Did you go at night because of his eyes?”

      Persephone opens hers and meets mine. “Most people pretend not to notice.” A longer pause. She’s making a decision about trusting me. “But yes, that’s why.”

      “Then what—”

      “He has an extreme sensitivity to light. He’s almost reached the end of his tolerance for the evening now.”

      The lights aren’t particularly bright in here. Ambiance, Zeus would say. We both look toward where Hades is wearing a thoughtful expression and listening to the other man. He has no tells in this semi-public space. No hand to his eyes, no flinching. His pain is part of him.

      His brother, too.

      “How do you know?”

      Persephone nods toward the table. “Conor.” The dog has his chin on Hades’ thigh, and Hades drops one hand to the top of his head. This does not stop the dog—Conor—from pushing at him under the table. “And I know him. We’re still working on pain management, now that my mother...” The sound of the party presses in on us. “Brigit, I have to ask you. Have you seen anyone who looks like me around the brothel?” For the first time, worry crosses her face. “In places Zeus doesn’t go?”

      I wouldn’t know about those places. The mention of it chills my spine. “No. I haven’t.”

      “Please tell me if you do.”

      “I—” She’s just so sincere, so worried, so beautiful. I don’t want to say no to her. But telling her anything, once she leaves this place, will be a matter of asking Zeus to get in touch. And that...could actually work in my favor. Maybe it’s wrong to want him to feel what I’m feeling, this raw frustration, this wanting. “I will. If you see my father here, will you tell me?”

      “Yes,” she says. “But he won’t come for you here. Zeus is protecting you now.”

      “No, he’s not.” The bitterness returns to my mouth. “He’s protecting his money.”

      “He’ll do that too.”

      A hot anger scorches my throat. “Honestly, it’s pretty strange that you’re defending him.”

      “I’m not,” Persephone says, looking me in the eye. “He has his secrets. His bastard children. He tried to destroy my home out of spite.” But then her eyes find Hades again. “But I know the things I’ve done for people I love. I’m not sure I can judge anyone anymore.”
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Brigit

        

      

    

    
      Bastard children.

      Bastard children fill my mind and fill my belly with acid. They keep me up all night in the room on Zeus’s floor. He was so clever when he designed this space. His personal rooms take up fully half of the penthouse level. A slim quarter is taken by the attic space, and the rest is a series of guest rooms, all with their own stairs from a common elevator. Hades and Persephone have the largest suite.

      I have the smallest.

      It’s still huge. Just not huge enough to truly pace around for any length of time. I make it work through the delivery of my breakfast tray the next morning, stare at the ceiling until lunch, and waste most of the afternoon trying not to think of Zeus. It makes my face hot to think of him, and other parts of my body flushed.

      It’s all too much.

      It’s almost evening when I go down to the spa with a teacup cradled in my palms. A nudge at my elbow almost spills it onto my hands.

      “Oh, shit, I’m sorry.” The voice belongs to auburn-haired, freckled Alicia, who puts her hand on my arm. “You’re back.”

      “Where were you?” I didn’t see her at the party last night.

      “I had an extended contract. I was here, just not...downstairs.” Worry clouds her eyes. “The girls have been saying things about you.”

      “Let them.”

      “You weren’t stolen, then?”

      Countertop. Mirror. I avert my eyes from the ones here. “It was brief,” I tell her. “I’m back now.”

      Alicia pouts. “But not in our room?”

      “No. Zeus moved me somewhere else.”

      She raises her eyebrows. “Are you two—”

      “We two are nothing,” I tell her. “Will you do my makeup?” I settle into a chair and spin myself away from the mirror. Alicia is delighted, fluttering around the stacks of new products. “Do you have a client lined up for tonight?”

      Her eyes widen as she comes in with moisturizer and she shakes her head. “I’m working a special event.” she gasps. “You should come, too. It’s a lot of money. Reya,” she calls, turning away from me, her hand hovering over some foundation. “Can Brigit work the dinner?”

      Reya seems distracted, her shining hair piled on top of her head in a bun. She’s swiping on mascara. Not looking at us. “I’ll add it to the ledger later,” she says. “Get her where she needs to be.” Someone else calls for her and she’s gone.

      “What’s the dinner?”

      Alicia bites her lip. “It’s this exclusive, once-a-year thing. Zeus only invites ten men. And the girls who get to work the dinner get huge bonuses.”

      “For doing what? Fucking them at the table?”

      She laughs, and it’s warm and real.

      It isn’t all heartbreak, coming here.

      “For serving them naked.”

      I stare at her so long that Alicia stops what she’s doing with concealer and blush. “Did I break you? Are you—is something wrong with your brain?”

      “I’m so excited that I can’t move,” I tell her. “This is perfect.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      The dinner begins late. Almost ten. Zeus has gone through the crowd and brought each man to his private dining room one by one so they can chat on the way there. I’ve managed to stay out of sight. The last-minute preparations are somehow more intense when you’re naked except for a pair of high heels. We’ve all made a million adjustments to hair and jewelry in the staging room and kitchen connected to the main dining area.

      When they are all seated, Reya lines us up with a lingering look at me. Maybe she doesn’t remember giving me permission to be here, but I act like I’ve had it all along. She doesn’t stop me at the door. “Steady hands, girls,” she says.

      The first item on the agenda is to pour wine. The men around the table already have water.

      Zeus has his glass to his mouth when I enter the room.

      He inhales so much of the water that he chokes, sputtering, and one of the men next to him claps him on the back. Alicia lets me step in front of her. “You’re on Zeus,” she says. So Reya was paying attention. If I’m only serving him, then I can’t become entangled with any of the other men.

      I stand close while I pour his wine, bending down so low that my nipples brush the sleeve of his jacket.

      Zeus doesn’t move.

      I do it again for the appetizers, the soup, and the main course. The men drink deeply over the evening. Each hour makes them looser, and they start skirting the rules. They’re not allowed to touch the women until the meal is over. But hands start slipping over skin, light, glancing touches. When I’m not with Zeus he’s watching to make sure none of them do it.

      And I’m watching him.

      I’m watching his eyes darken every time I walk in the room. The color wash over his face. The way he takes a deep breath every minute, then a deeper one. The remnants of dessert decorate the table. His drink is empty.

      Everyone else has tipped over into a new phase of drunkenness. None of them seem to notice when he catches my wrist, keeping me bent over, a pitcher of wine in my hand. “What the fuck do you think you’re doing?”

      “It’s not against the rules.” I make my eyes wide and innocent. “I’m not taking clients.”

      “You didn’t think to notify me that you wanted to work this event?” It’s chilling, the smile he can keep in place even while he’s seething with anger and lust. The front of his pants makes it obvious.

      “You didn’t notify me that you had bastard children all over the city.”

      His eyes narrow. “I don’t.”

      “Liar.” His hand squeezes on my wrist, and we’re in a new territory. “People will see you. I’ve been bent over too long.”

      “I don’t care.” The smile falters, but he still manages to look calm despite how much he’s suffering with his hard cock. “I pay for any pregnancy that occurs here. For any outcome. If the outcome is a child, then I pay for all the necessities until they reach adulthood. None of them are mine.”

      This is a whorehouse. There have to have been many children. “You have that much money?”

      “Look around you, sweetheart. The money never ends.”

      “Only if you admit that you want me, right?” I’m echoing his expression back at him, as if we are two people at a dinner party having a calm but bitter work-related discussion. “If you admitted that, all your money would go away. You could do it right now.”

      “I don’t want you.”

      “You’re lying.” A breathy, quiet laugh. “Maybe you’re lying about the children, too.” For a man with golden eyes, they’re almost black. “What? Are you going to take me over your lap and punish me for saying it?” He releases me, eyes hot. “I didn’t think so.”

      I start to straighten up, but he’s faster. He darts out a hand and tips the pitcher, spilling it into his own lap, and I’m so surprised and turned on just by being this close that I gasp without thinking. The men nearest to us laugh, and Zeus laughs with them. “Give me a moment, gentlemen. Brigit, with me.”

      I’m shivering with desire and, yes, a shallow fear as I follow him into the staging area and back through to the kitchen. He holds open the door for me and I go in. It’s empty. I whirl around to face him. “If you wanted to fuck me, you could have—”

      I’m lifted off my feet by the force of his body colliding with mine, one hand under my jaw and the other lifting, lifting, until my ass meets the cold metal prep table. He’s going for his belt, his zipper, and then he’s out, so hard he’s already leaking. Those big hands come up to my head and tilt my face back so he can see me.

      So I can see him.

      There’s no time to say anything because he drops one hand between my legs, fingers at my entrance, and when he pulls them up to my eyes they’re glistening. Wet. He laughs, and then his hands are down on my ass, hauling me forward and onto him.

      It’s a brutal first thrust and it feels like a punishment and a homecoming. He keeps his hands flat, though I can tell if he curls them there would be bruises. Zeus drops his head to speak into my ear while he fucks me. “If I took you over my lap right now, you wouldn’t walk out of here. The things I’d do to you would ruin the party. Your screaming would ruin the fucking party. The things I would do to you would make the other whores hide their eyes. So now, Brigit, now I have to fuck some sense into you.”

      I put my hands on his shoulders.

      He’s letting me do it, I realize through the haze of pleasure and pain from the stretch. Zeus has me in his hands like a rag doll.

      He could do anything.

      Anything.

      But what he does is continue fucking me with raw, brute strength. An animal noise escapes him and it calls to the primal thing inside me, pulling my nerves tight. He’s been waiting so long. I can tell by the way his muscles tense, by the way he can’t hold himself back.

      By the way he comes, fucking through it with vicious strokes. When he’s done filling me he pulls out and before I can catch my breath I’m facedown on the table. He takes one of my wrists and stretches it above my head, and then he kicks my legs apart. Violent fingers on my clit, violent pulls, and my own nerves shudder and shake, hips knocking against the table. At the last moment he thrusts his fingers in deep, deeper, and twists, so I’m forced to come on thick fingers with legs spread wide, my nipples pressed to cold metal.

      I’m still coming, still not done riding the high, when he takes his hand away and pulls me up to standing. At the sink he washes his hands. Zips his pants. Buckles his belt. And then he comes back to me and runs those fingers through my hair. It’s perfunctory. Like tossing the covers back over wrinkled sheets. “Back in the dining room.”

      “I—I have—I have you on my thighs. I have to clean up.”

      “Back in the dining room,” he repeats, and there is such easy, raw power in his voice. “You like that, don’t you?” His eyes dip lower, and that smile, god, it hurts.

      “Admit that you love me,” I tell him, my lips buzzing, my body buzzing.

      “I love how you look when you beg. Come here.” I’m too far gone to resist him. I thought I was playing with him, but he has the strings, he always has the strings. Zeus puts one hand on the small of my back, ready to usher me through the door, but before he does he takes one of my nipples in his fingers and pinches.

      The sound I make is more embarrassing than anything else. My knees prepare to buckle, but they don’t. I squirm in his grip, the pain increasing along with the want. He lets go just before I scream. My head falls back with the relief and meets his palm. “My love is worthless, sweetheart. Stop chasing it. It makes you look like a fool.”

      It’s much later in the evening, when Alicia is draping a silk robe over my shoulders for the trip back upstairs, that I remember the way he put my hand over my head on the table.

      That way, I could feel the space.

      That way, I knew there was no mirror.
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Zeus

        

      

    

    
      Brigit is driving me fucking crazy.

      The entire whorehouse seems bathed in her scent. I can’t go anywhere without thinking of her. I’ve slipped up twice now. I can’t fucking do it again, because it will end in her dead or worse. Dead or worse. It bangs around in my head until it’s permanently branded there. Hades was infuriatingly correct. Falling in love with her will kill it in the end. And it’s never been only about her, of course not. My father maimed and killed at least twenty women between the time I was twelve and the time he died.

      And what I said to Brigit was true. I didn’t try to stop him. I knew I would never win. My life since then has been an attempt to make up for it.

      The whorehouse will never be enough. I am permanently stained by the things I stood by and watched. By the things I’ve done. I’m always going to be the sick fuck who gets hard at the sight of reddened flesh and the crack of a whip.

      There was a time, when I was younger, that I wanted to be good. Brigit has reminded me that goodness will never be at the core of me. I burned it out long ago.

      My pen slips in my hand, making a slash across this page of my ledger. What was I even writing? I was writing no.

      No to the small plates that currently crowd the desk in my office. My task for the afternoon was to choose foods for tomorrow evening. None of it tastes particularly good. It’s all slightly too sweet, somehow, or maybe I’m officially losing my mind. Either way, it’s the chef and her team that will have to deal with it.

      Savannah pushes herself up on one elbow and I look toward the movement. She has panties today, no bra, and it seems to have gotten to her. She, like the food, is a bit off. Glassy-eyed. But then again, she’s been chained to one of my couches for days and days now. “What do you want?”

      She pouts. “How long are you going to be angry at me for what I did?”

      “I’m not angry.” I flip to a new page in my ledger. “This is a safety precaution. You still haven’t told us where you got the poison.”

      “I did tell you,” she whines. “I don’t know. I didn’t see the person, I only heard her.”

      “And she said...” I prompt her out of habit.

      “She said that it would make a person sick, not die.” Savannah flops back down onto the chair and covers her face with her arms. “She said it would make you angry, not chain me to a loop on the floor.”

      “She lied.”

      Hades comes into the office without knocking. I’m almost glad to see him just so I don’t have to continue this conversation. I don’t have the focus for it today. Everything is vaguely off-center. His eyes skim over Savannah on her couch but doesn’t comment on it. “Persephone and I need to go back to the mountain. She’s not getting better, and she wants her doctor there. We’ll have to risk the journey.”

      I wait for the sharp edge of hate to overtake me, but I only feel mild curiosity. I close the ledger and gesture for him to take a seat. Hades narrows his eyes. “How have you been here this long?”

      He knows what I’m asking. “Persephone.”

      “Fucking her?”

      Hades rolls his eyes. “What’s wrong with you?”

      “I’m right, and you know it.”

      “She’s manufactured her own painkillers,” he admits. “I don’t need Demeter anymore.”

      “But you need me.” I put both hands to my chest. “I love when you’re like this.”

      He leans in, looking into my eyes, fist clenched on the desk. “Are you high?”

      I laugh in his face. “High on what? On random drugs from Persephone? No, brother, I’m not. She doesn’t share the way Demeter used to.”

      “You look high, fucker.”

      I widen my own eyes. “Maybe it’s just from looking at you.”

      He sits back, expression clouded. “You asked me for help with Brigit.” Change of topic, then. “I know you care about her. No—shut your stupid fucking mouth. I need a contact in the city, and you need to purchase diamonds. I’m willing to enter into a formal truce. For Persephone.” A pause that drills down into the center of my brain. “Would you do it for Brigit?”

      “No.” My thoughts are so filled with her that it’s ridiculous. “I’m not making a deal for one of my whores. I don’t need anything for her. Just diamonds, Hades. Just a legitimate paper trail. You know that. But yes, yes. Let’s have ourselves a little truce. It could be amusing.”

      “You might need something,” he comments. “It’s too quiet in the city. You might need somewhere to go.”

      No. I have not noticed fucking anything except for the fact that I want Brigit so much that it hurts me, constantly. And after all this, after all these fucking years and wars and deaths, I will not abandon my home.

      Even if I hate it.

      “I won’t, but I adore your invitation.”

      Hades stands, his shadow falling over me, and then his hands are on either side of my face. I can’t recall the last time he’s touched me for any reason other than to break my nose or attempt to punch me into sweet oblivion. From this vantage point, I can see so clearly how fucked his eyes are. I used to see them every day. I could tell his mood from how little blue there was. His headaches were written all over his face. It was especially true when we were children. By the time we were twelve, he’d learned how to hide the pain. He made his face a blank wall.

      But he couldn’t hide the attacks.

      You would not know it to see him standing here now, wearing a black suit that rivals mine in quality, but Hades barely escaped that farmhouse with his life. “Do you remember how he would laugh?” I ask him. “When he was waiting for your brain to shut off.”

      The thin line of blue disappears. “You have a death wish.”

      “I thought we were having an intimate moment.”

      The times our father would beat him were the most intimate moments they had together. Hades was often the first target for our father’s rage, and he could always see it coming, and he could never escape. Cronos was an enormous man. He had more to eat and more years of pent-up aggression. Even when we’d grown, there were days I would feel weak and I would know he was coming. Something scratches at the back of my mind. Remember—those days had something in common. What I remember now is the sound of fists on flesh.

      Hades was fast, and strong—he always has been. His weakness is, of course, his eyes—secondary to that, it’s the neat bone of his eye sockets. Cronos would wait until he got him there, once, twice, and when Hades was on the verge of falling, our dearest father would put an arm around his neck and walk him outside.

      I always wondered if Hades was too far gone to remember those long minutes, his hands coming up on instinct to hook on Cronos’s arm, wrapped as it was around his neck. The closest they ever got was this hideous embrace. I know I’m sitting in my office but it’s such a clear memory. The warm wood of the doorframe against my arm as I leaned there, watching.

      Hades’ head would fall as his body tried to protect him but Cronos would tip it back against his shoulder to keep his eyes in the light.

      My brother didn’t scream, but before long he would struggle, uselessly. Pointlessly. Not long after he would throw up and Cronos would let him fall, then. Easier to kick that way. The way he would step on the back of his neck...

      Someone else was there.

      Who?

      Demeter. She wasn’t supposed to leave the house but she liked the shadows of the barn. She’d wait there with a basket of blueberries in her hand, waiting for Cronos to get bored. Blueberries. And other plants. But those weren’t the important things, no, it was the way she adored our father. It shone in her eyes like moonlight.

      Perhaps that adoration is what made me find reasons to lurk around the yard. Or drag him into the shade and make veiled threats to anyone who saw. If he asks, Hades crawled.

      I did that.

      It wasn’t enough.

      “I think you’re having an overdose, dumb fuck.”

      I blink and discover he’s still got my face in his hands. “Do you? Remember? He would laugh the same way here.” Who the fuck am I, admitting this to him? And yet I can’t stop. “You didn’t know. You never came here. He would laugh while he strangled them.”

      A long silence. “Yes. I remember.”

      So he does.

      Hades lets go of me, slips his hands in his pockets, steps back. “If things get out of hand, put your people on the trains.” He heads for the door and stops one final time before disappearing from view. “I still hate you, by the way.”
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Brigit

        

      

    

    
      All the seduction games I’ve been playing have gone to my head.

      And my body.

      I spend all night with my fingers between my legs, picturing Zeus and panting out not-enough orgasm after not-enough orgasm. He’s on this floor. He is on the same floor, and so close I can almost taste the clean salt of him. I feel like I’m floating. Disconnected from what happened in that cathedral. Far from it. But it’s still there, mocking.

      In the dark I feel reckless.

      I would hate it if it had some long-term effect, like the hole it left when my mother died. I don’t want ten minutes in a dressing room to scar me permanently.

      I don’t want Zeus to scar me permanently.

      Maybe he already has.

      Toward dawn I fall into a restless sleep. I dream about being in a getaway car, fleeing for the city limits, but I keep running into traffic and I don’t remember how to drive. The car keeps changing around me, the pedals rearranging themselves. The car bumps as it collides with a person. There is no brake pedal anymore. I’m sorry, I sob behind the wheel. I couldn’t stop.

      It’s afternoon when I pull myself out of it and into the shower. Even nightmares can’t distract me from Zeus.

      “You’re sick,” I tell myself as I brace my hand against the shower wall and find my oversensitive clit with my fingertips. “This is really fucked.”

      Fucked reminds me of the prep kitchen and the steel against my nipples and coming on his fingers.

      Here in the whorehouse, the hot water never runs out. I stand under it and scrub until my skin is raw and pink. I imagine that the washcloth could wipe my soul clean. Could wash away this endless want for a man who only wants to toy with me. Who refuses me.

      I shouldn’t even think about going to his office. It should be the last resort for the day. But there’s a magnetic pull that I can’t ignore. It tugs me along through the quiet halls, unstoppable. I’m a ghost. I’ll always be a ghost.

      The door to Zeus’s office is closed, but I don’t hesitate. Hand on handle. Push it open.

      He sits at his desk, with his ledger. No jacket on at this time of day. Sleeves folded up. Pen in hand. The afternoon light was a gift from god to Zeus, and it clings to him like he could never love the darkness. I want to see him on the beach. Want it so much that it weighs me down enough to keep my feet on the floor. Shit. I remembered lingerie and a sheer robe. I forgot shoes.

      Savannah is in her usual spot. She is not wearing her usual glare. She has one sock on and looks blank, listless. I could go to bat for her, I could, but my heart doesn’t want her. It wants him.

      He doesn’t look at me as I pad across the floor.

      Doesn’t look up at all until I’ve been standing at his desk for a full five minutes.

      When he does I have a metallic shock. My nerves recognize him. He could pull them all out of my body with a single look. Zeus stretches, leaning back, and I lean forward. No more space between us, please. “I came to ask you a question.”

      A sneer. “I don’t want another blowjob.”

      “Then maybe you want another decoration.” I perch on the edge of a chair across from him and undo the sash on my robe. It slips down over my shoulders. It’s so sheer that it shouldn’t make a difference, but I’m looking carefully for one—and I see his pupils expand. I look down, pouting. “Please, Zeus. I could use a little extra money.”

      He huffs a laugh. Needing money is a lie. The amount he named for my compensation is in an account somewhere, I’m sure of it. “You’re well cared for here, sweetheart.”

      “Fine.” I stand up and start to peel off my panties. “If I can’t sit here and let you look at me, then do something else. Let me earn my keep.”

      “Earn it elsewhere.”

      I let go of the lace, feeling Savannah’s eyes on me.

      And then, instead of going to the door, I move around to the other side of Zeus’s.

      Where he is so hard that I can see the full outline of his cock through his pants. I plant my feet one step from his chair. “How about here?”

      “Elsewhere, Brigit.”

      I get closer. “Here?”

      Light in his eyes, a cruel smile. He threads his fingers together behind his head. His eyes say you’re walking a fine fucking line. His eyes say come closer.

      I want what happened in the kitchen.

      That, and worse.

      Pull me into the chair with you. Don’t let go.

      I bend down, freeing my tits from the lingerie, and let them hover in front of his face. “Here?”

      “Is it that you want to be punished? Are you a slut for the pain?”

      “Tell me you want me. Out loud. Not just with that.” I flick my eyes to the front of his pants.

      “I want you out of this room.”

      I cover myself, but I don’t back away. “And I don’t want to go.”

      “Then I’ll take you myself.” He rises, seemingly unconcerned with the bulge in his pants, and reaches for my arm. I slip away at the last moment, backing up, my heart a hummingbird. God, the adrenaline feels good. It feels so good. Zeus is lazy, strolling toward me with the full knowledge that even at my fastest I’m no match for him.

      I want him to prove it.

      Fingers curled on the windowsill, I wait for the punishment to arrive, or at least his touch. Of course it’s fucked up. Of course it’s wrong. He doesn’t want me. And here I am.

      Zeus takes my elbow almost delicately. He turns me and my body melts into the power of him. The golden wash of light outside catches my eye. I won’t have this particular view if he forbids me from coming here. Chain me to your bed, I want to scream at him. Keep me there instead. Chain me to the concrete outside this window. Just admit that you can’t bear to have me out of your sight.

      Except the sidewalk isn’t empty.

      My father is standing there.

      He’s looking right at me.

      An inhuman howl sears up my throat and as soon as I get another breath I scream again, dropping so fast and hard that Zeus lets me crumple to the ground. He breaks my fall enough that I don’t hurt my knees and lets go, crouching down next to me. My nails scrape against the floor and I drag myself to the wall and tuck myself into it, butting my own head against the hard, unforgiving plaster.

      “—all right,” he’s saying. “Look at me. It’s all right.”

      But another scream tears loose from me and I dig my heels in, pushing away. It’s wrong, it’s wrong. He can’t be here. The instinct to hide is so strong that I can’t fight it, but then it occurs to me that I’m moving closer to my dad by going that direction. All my muscles freeze, my back cramping, my arms seizing up. My thighs.

      “—going on?” Savannah’s voice is thread and panicked but it comes from down low and I get a flash of her huddled by the side of her couch, the collar still around her neck. “What’s happening?”

      The door bursts open, and heavy footsteps fall. My vision narrows under the onslaught of a scream I can’t stop. “Don’t let him in here,” I howl, desperate, desperate.

      Zeus moves, his tall body blocking out the rest of the room, and I try to focus on his face. His pants. His shirt. The cut of his cheekbones. Golden eyes. Anything but the certain death I know is coming. Anything but the feeling of those fingers on lace panties. Anything but the countertop, the countertop, the countertop.

      He’s talking but I can’t hear him. A soft touch under my chin, and then he holds out one hand. Stop. Who is he telling to stop? If it’s my father he’ll loom into my sight soon enough and he won’t stop, he will never stop, he’ll take me back to that cathedral and make me marry a dead man or worse or worse or worse—

      Zeus points one finger, his lips still moving. He has perfect lips. If I have to die right now, and I do, then his face is the last thing I want to see. My pulse is roaring thunder. It won’t be long now. My heart will burst. He meets my eyes again, coming closer so now there’s nothing but white shirt and golden eyes. Tan skin. Hands on my face, holding my head still. Why? Because my bones rattle against the floor. That’s the shock, someone says. His mouth is forming the shape of my name.

      He says it six times before I begin to hear it. “Brigit,” he says. “Sweetheart.”

      A big breath so I can scream some more. My voice rejects the sound. “He saw me.” My back aches from being pressed against the wall.

      “No, he didn’t. The windows are one-way glass. No one can see through them. We can see out, but no one can see in.” His voice is level. It feels like a weighted blanket of spun gold. “Brigit, can you hear me?”

      “Yes.”

      Zeus inches backward, not far enough to let go of me but far enough that I can see a sliver of the room behind him. “James is in the room with us. He has two of his men by the door. The rest are outside.” He’s studying me like I’m the most important test of his life. “James is my head of security. He’s safe. James, move behind me with extreme caution, so Brigit can see you. Slowly. Slower than that.”

      It’s almost funny, how slowly James comes into view, but a new pain in my palm alerts me to the fact that I will snap if anyone makes a sudden movement. I will cut my own hands open with my nails.

      “Do you see him?”

      “Yeah.” I look twice to make sure. It is James, and not my father, who is a younger carbon copy of my uncle. “I—see.”

      “He’s going to ask you a few questions. James, you can take two steps forward.”

      James takes exactly two steps forward, his hands up, palms showing. I want to laugh. I really do. But I can’t.

      “Brigit, you saw your father on the sidewalk outside this window?”

      “He was out there,” I whisper.

      “Did you have anything to drink this morning?”

      “I had tea.” I had tea and toast and a scrambled egg. That’s what comes on the tray every morning. It pisses me off, because it is always, always perfect. It’s the best tea and toast and scrambled egg of my life, every time.

      “Any alcohol? Or drugs?”

      “No.” I’m offended, but I can’t blame him. I look insane right now. I feel insane. “No, I did not take drugs.” This makes me want to sink into myself and die, but when I try to turn my head to the side, Zeus stops me with a shhh.

      “Reya is going to come in now,” he says. “She’s going to take Savannah out. Okay?”

      My hands float up against my will and find purchase on his bare forearms. It steadies me. Just enough to breathe. One normal breath. And then another. Reya’s dress is a floaty mint-green thing and it floats and floats until she and Savannah are gone.

      Voices by the door. I almost lose my grip, but Zeus is faster. “The team that went outside,” he says. “James?”

      “They didn’t find anything.”

      Tears spill onto my cheeks then, my chest caving in. “I saw him. We have to get out of here. We all have to leave.”

      “I know you did.” Zeus moves his thumbs in slow circles, taking away the tears. “James, come one step closer and tell Brigit the plan for tonight.”

      “We’ll be calling in reinforcements from two outside firms and one team of retired guards, all of them trusted and vetted. There’ll be people at every entrance and exit and spaced out every ten feet on the roof.”

      It’s a long list. I try my best to hear all of it, but there’s really only one thing that matters. “You’ll be here?” I whisper.

      “I’ll be here,” says Zeus.
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      The incident with Brigit is so fucking strange, but the most bizarre part is how calm she gets before she leaves my office. She shakes her hair out of her face, accepts my hand to stand up, and walks out with color in her cheeks and her head held high.

      “What the fuck happened?” asks James.

      “I don’t know,” I tell him. “There could have been someone there.”

      I’m caught between sexual frustration and an odd satisfaction for the rest of the afternoon. The mood in the whorehouse is light. Positive. The women are happy, anticipating the evening, and by the time the entertainment is in full swing, it’s clear that the attitude has been infectious.

      By midnight I’m sure that this is one of the best nights in my ownership of this place. Everyone is in the mood to spend money. All the women are getting hired. Even Xavier Morris has put his scowl aside for the evening. I’ve never seen him like this before. James comes to give me my twice-hourly update at half past midnight. “Did someone drug Morris?”

      “Looks like it,” James laughs. Despite the extra work he has for the evening, he’s in a buoyant mood, too. His husband is going to appreciate it at the end of the night. “You want me to watch him too?”

      “I’ve got it. Any leads on Demeter?” It’s not a stretch to think she might be involved with Brigit’s dad, now that the wedding is off because of a tragic heart attack.

      “No. But we’re looking. I have two extra teams out tonight.”

      I clap a hand on James’s shoulder. “We’ve got time.”

      It’s such a good fucking night that it lulls me into thinking optimistic thoughts. Such as—if I can just find my psychopath of a sister, there’s a chance I could have Brigit to myself. And not just as one of my many whores but as a person who means something to me.

      I could admit it to her.

      Even Reya is having an especially good night. She’s been kissing a woman all evening, looking flirtatious and pink and lovely. I spot her on the other side of the room, heading toward the front lobby.

      Alone.

      Odd.

      There’s nothing for her in the lobby, and she seems to have second thoughts about it, bracing herself on the door for a moment before she’s out of my sight. Should I follow her? No. She’s an adult woman, and doesn’t need me pestering her about going to the fucking lobby. But perhaps I will anyway.

      I’ve taken three steps when a client and his chosen whore cross my vision.

      When they’re gone, all I see is Brigit.

      Curled up in the lap of another man, toying with his jacket. She chose red for tonight, a dress that’s surprisingly demure, with thin straps and a flowing hemline. It drapes over his lap and hers. She tosses her head back, hair a river of blonde, and laughs. The relaxed set of her limbs suggests that she’s had drugs of one kind or another, but then, everyone is relaxed tonight. Happy. Smiling.

      I’m a pillar of stone.

      Then heat.

      Then a boiling, confused rage. It hasn’t been twelve hours since I talked her off the ledge in my office. Back then, she was ready to collapse into my arms. If I’d held her, she would have let me.

      And now she’s tracing patterns on a shirt belonging to the chief of police.

      I find myself towering over the chair, which is one of four in a clutch at the side of the room. The other three are unoccupied. Morris doesn’t take his eyes from her face as he addresses me. “I’ve borrowed Brigit for a few minutes, Zeus. Since I paid for her.”

      “I returned your money.” My razor-sharp tone gets his attention and hers, too. Her eyes go wide. Morris paid an exorbitant fee for her, and I never told her that I was the one to replace the money. She has only ever glanced over the balance sheet for her account. She has never once asked to access it, perhaps not realizing that all she has to do is walk into any bank and give her name. Any bank in the city. But this was never about money, was it? Only for about five minutes in the very beginning.

      “Don’t worry,” Brigit coos, stroking the back of his neck with one hand. “He’ll go away soon.”

      “Unfortunately,” I say, “Brigit doesn’t have permission to socialize tonight.” I lean down so that I’m eye level with her. “Get up.”

      She cocks her head to the side. Blown-out pupils, color rising fast to her cheeks. “I don’t think so.”

      It’s too much. It’s too fucking much and too many years of playing this game. Her defiance is the thing that snaps me, breaks me wide open, and lets loose all the anger and need that have bound themselves together so tightly that I can hardly fucking breathe. “Brigit.”

      The mood has shifted for Xavier. He pushes her off his lap, catching her hand at the last minute and kissing her knuckles. “Visit me later, sweetheart.”

      Sweetheart is the bullet to the chest. It’s the crack of my ribs, the wall tumbling down. It’s white-hot. It’s a cataclysm. I’m blinded by the red spill of her dress. Everyone else in the room no longer matters. Tear apart the web. Bring it all down. Fuck it. Fuck it.

      I reach down for the back of her neck and tangle my fingers in her hair along the way. She struggles to get her feet under her, breathing ow, ow, ow, wait, wait.

      I don’t wait.

      She has no choice but to come along with me. My guests stumble out of my way, parting, letting us through, while I drag her across the rooms to the big chairs there. They are not the same ones that belonged to my father. They are re-creations. A reminder to me and everyone else who is in charge here. It’s me. Not Brigit, not Morris, not the ghosts of the past. Me.

      And I will take what I fucking want.

      And what I want is Brigit.

      Not a single person challenges me. Not a single person dares to look at her with anything approaching concern. I have every right to her body and her cunt and her tears. Every fucking right.

      I drag her all the way to the big chair and shove the second one away to make space. This is where my father sat. I’ve taken his place now. And she has unleashed me. No going back now. Not ever.

      I take my seat and make a cage for her with my legs and get her on her feet there, between my legs. Brigit’s trembling now. Her eyes—are those unshed tears? “Everyone saw what you just did,” she says, voice thick with hurt and something else, too. Desire. Her hands clench and unclench at her sides. Her dress is twisted to one side, the strap fallen over her shoulder.

      I take the straps and pull, snapping them both in the process. The neckline of her dress comes next. She gasps when the air meets nipples and I lean forward and take one in my teeth. She groans when I bite down, but I don’t let myself do it for long. Punishment for both of us. “I told you not to fuck other men.”

      “I wasn’t fucking him.” Her chin quivers. The shaking wreck of a woman from this afternoon reappears in brief flashes. “If you didn’t want anyone to touch me you should have done something about it.”

      “You wanted to be chained to a sofa in my office? Is that it? Tell me, Brigit, tell me what drove you to sit in his fucking lap like a whore for hire.”

      “You should have told me you wanted me.” Astonishing. Cutting. The audacity of her. “You should have told me you love me. You should have done it today.” Her hands ball up into fists. “Today was the worst day and you still wouldn’t say it.”

      And because I am a consummate bastard, I don’t say it now.

      Instead I shove her dress down and down until it slides over her hips and falls to the floor.

      Brigit wears a pair of red panties. She lost her shoes on the trip over here. It’s obvious she can’t catch her breath. It’s obvious that one touch will set her ablaze. We’ll all be consumed with it.

      She is left with only her panties and her tears.

      So that’s all she’s wearing when I bundle her over my lap.

      The sound she makes—the sound—it’s not fear. It’s relief.

      It makes me laugh.

      Brigit should be lots of things right now, but she should not be relieved.

      She turns her head toward me, her hair falling over her face, and I leave it there while I slip my fingertips beneath the waistband of the panties and take them off.  Slowly. I want her to feel every moment of her last defenses as they fall away, leaving her bare and exposed.

      In front of all these people.

      Let them watch. Let them fucking see.

      The panties fall to the floor by one of my shoes and it arrests me for a single moment, the red next to that shining black. It wraps its fists in the front of my jacket and pulls so hard I have to look up, look up, fucker, and concentrate on the paint on the walls. It’s a white room now. It was dark before. I’m not my father.

      I’m worse.

      I have her pinned over my lap with one arm and with my free hand I stroke the hair out of her face, tracing the shape of her ear. And then I lean down so I can be sure she hears me. Absolutely fucking sure. “Disobedient whores get punished.”

      She shivers on my lap, her hip pressing against the lard length of me. Fuck, I want her. Fuck, I want to punish her. “I’m not your whore.”

      I am about to paint her naked ass with handprints and she is still defiant.

      I let her hear me laugh. Let her feel the heat of my hand on her skin so she knows where I’ll spank her first. “You’ll always be my whore.”

      And then I bring my hand down hard.
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      It’s shocking, how hard that first blow is, it shocks me. It shocks me how strong Zeus is. How much force he’s capable of. I have no reason to be shocked. I know him. I know his body, his cruel, wretched heart, I know all the things I need to know about him.

      Part of me has known all these things since our first kiss. He didn’t pull away, even though I was terrible at it, and pretending not to be afraid.

      The blows rain down.

      It’s clarifying, the pain. It knocks the weird, high feeling out of my brain and hauls me back down to earth.

      But then—

      Then it sends me spiraling up again.

      Ever since that day in his playroom, in his dungeon, ever since the day I saw Savannah naked and shuddering on that cross while he painted red lines on her skin, I have wanted this from him. And not because he’s preparing to sell me to another man but because he considers me to be his.

      I know it was wrong. I know I shouldn’t have sat on the cop’s lap and let him touch me. But this—

      This is right.

      It was the only way to get here. My last, desperate bid to get us here. To get myself here. Anyone who says I provoked him, I made him do this—no. I’ve seen his eyes when he’s making a confession. If he’s broken for me, then it’s because he let it happen. Or because he couldn’t stop it. Either way.

      My body arches, trying to get away from the sting and the heat covering every inch of my ass. This only makes Zeus hold me down harder with a hiss that sounds like a lost man, a man who is lost to me. There’s never been anything so delicious in my life as the iron bar of his arm across my back. Can’t get away. I can’t get away. He has me, and I can’t get away.

      It doesn’t matter that I’m fully on display for these people. It doesn’t matter at all until it does. Until I hover outside my body and see the way I’m kicking and fighting. The grit of my teeth, trying to keep the tears in. The cries. I hope they all watch, all the guests, and at the same time I hope they don’t see my humiliation.

      But they will. They do.

      He only stops when my entire ass and the tops of my thighs are on fire. Stops and holds me down while I wriggle on his lap, the aftershocks of pain still sparking, waiting to burst into full flame. My skin is a constellation of glowing embers.

      “Are you scared?” he asks.

      “Yes.” My voice is ruined, hoarse. “I’m scared you’ll stop.”

      He laughs, body quaking with it, and puts a hand between us. Oh, fuck. Oh, he’s going to fuck me in this chair. Right now.

      But Zeus is only undoing his belt. He lets the cool leather slide over the side of my hip. He hitches my ass up higher with one of his knees and presses down with this arm. No getting up now. Not now not ever. The hum of the room doesn’t subside. It hasn’t decreased in volume all this time, I don’t think, or it’s possible that I just couldn’t hear them.

      No frightened gasps. No cries to stop. No one comes to rescue me, thank god. I never want to be rescued.

      The leather kisses my aching flesh. “It would be irresponsible of me to stop when you haven’t learned your lesson, sweetheart. Six is the magic number.”

      “No—”

      The belt makes contact before I have time to truly brace myself. I hear the sound before I feel the pain, and when it arrives my body curls around it, both feet kicking. He knocks them both down. I take a breath to scream, I open my mouth, but I bite down on something that catches the sound.

      His wallet. It’s flat, fine leather, and my teeth sink into it just as the second blow lands. The third. The fourth. Spit leaks around the edges of the wallet but it muffles my cries. It should be unbearable, too painful to survive, but Zeus’s body beneath mine grounds me.

      He is gravity. And I can feel him there, unending, a force of nature, in a way that I’ve felt nothing else since that day in the cathedral.

      The last two snaps of the belt punish welted skin. They turn the memory of that countertop into something smaller. Something conquerable. Something I can live with. The belt is a cleansing fire. I needed to be burned alive.

      Zeus drops the belt. He’s even harder now against my hip, but I don’t get to feel it for long. He pulls me upright. Swipes the tears from my cheeks. Maybe he’ll hug me. Maybe he’ll let me bury my fists in his shirt and cry.

      The wicked grin spreading slowly across his gorgeous, mean face tells me otherwise. “No, sweetheart, of course I’m not finished. You haven’t learned. Keep the wallet in your mouth.”

      A sob tears out of me. It doesn’t stop him from turning me around and planting me firmly on his lap. His big hands rearrange my legs, hooking one knee over the arms of the chair, then the other.

      He does the same with my wrists. Hooks one behind his neck, then the other. “Keep them there,” he murmurs in my ear.

      I’m helpless now. More helpless than I was facedown over his knees. I couldn’t let go of him if I wanted to.

      I do not want to.

      My mind is a thick haze of hormones and adrenaline and the room retreats a little, my head lolling against his chest. Zeus takes my chin in his hand and makes me look forward. “Come back to me,” he says. “If you don’t come back to me, I’ll drag you back, kicking and screaming.”

      I can’t answer him through the wallet. “Back,” I mumble. “For what?”

      Zeus puts one hand underneath one of my thighs and tugs them apart another inch.

      Oh no.

      Oh no.

      No, he can’t. He wouldn’t.

      His other hand is between my legs now. Fingertips gentle across the most delicate flesh.

      Oh fuck.

      He can.

      He would.

      “Three.” His breath is warm on my ear. “Now be a good girl.”

      On girl he delivers the first slap to my pussy and my mind is flung out into the cold reaches of space. I’m a meteor made up entirely of pain. I cross the universe. Pain and possession. An exploding star. I’ve never seen him do this to one of the girls, never heard them mention it, and a twisted pleasure blooms alongside the hurt.

      This is for me.

      Just me.

      The second slap is harder, and no, no, no, I arch into it, humiliated, tears rolling down my cheeks. Wanting more. I want more. His fingers circle my opening and what he finds there makes him laugh. “So wet,” he says. “A man might mistake this for pleasure.”

      Is it pleasure? If it is, it’s a new tier of pleasure, one I’ve never visited before. It’s the pleasure of a raw nerve. Of his hand on my thigh, keeping my legs spread. I can see everyone else in the room. They can see me. People have noticed now. The whites of their eyes make it obvious. It’s so sick, it’s so wrong. Keep watching.

      The third slap destroys me.

      One more scream into the wallet and it dissolves into a sob that becomes another and another. A hand on my face—it’s Zeus’s hand, and he takes the wallet from between my teeth. It’s marked. It will never be the same again.

      He turns me to face him, my whole body raw and throbbing. With the same care he used to remove the wallet, he pushes my knees apart with one of his and pulls me down onto his leg so that my newly punished pussy is bare against the fabric of his pants.

      Zeus lifts my chin.

      Looks me in the eye.

      Smiles.

      “I sat with him on purpose. I’m sorry, I wanted—I wanted—”

      “I know.” My shoulders sag with the relief of the confession, but Zeus pulls me back up. “I’m not finished yet.” My hands fly up to cover my breasts. They’re already supersensitive and if he slaps those too I’ll melt into the floor. Light flares in his eyes, and a low laugh rumbles through him. “Your tits are safe for the moment. Now, Brigit, show all of my guests how much you love being punished.”

      I clear my throat. “How much I love being punished by you,” I manage, my voice breaking over the words. “Only you.”

      “By me,” he repeats. “Only me.”

      It’s the closest thing he’s ever said to I love you.

      And then he sits there like the king that he is, as detached as he might be watching the movie, as I work my swollen pussy against his hard thigh.

      It hurts. My ass hurts, my pussy hurts, and the worst part—the best part?—is that the pain doesn’t stop the pleasure. It makes it stronger. It makes it multifaceted. Heat creeps up my back—humiliating, so embarrassing—but I’m lost to him as much as I ever was. So I push through the pain and force myself to find a rhythm.

      It doesn’t take long.

      I grind down onto him, rock my hips, turn myself into a shameless slut in front of all of his guests. No. He made me a shameless slut. I’m just not hiding it anymore. Maybe I was never hiding it. Could they always tell how much I wanted him? Now they know. Now everyone knows.

      Good.

      I must make some noise, some wordless plea, because he takes my trembling arms and helps me brace my hands against the front of his jacket. He reaches underneath them to press the pad of one thumb against one of my nipples. “Now, sweetheart.”

      The orgasm rushes up and swallows me whole, and it is the most mortifying orgasm of my life. No wallet in my mouth. No hand between my legs. Just the friction of his expensive suit on tender flesh that he has recently slapped. I come like a house on fire, and when it’s over, my arms give out.

      Zeus stops the fall.

      Stands up.

      Puts me on my feet.

      He gives no mercy. One hand digs into my hair and that hand is the only thing holding me up. “James,” he says. There’s movement at the edges of my vision and then we’re moving too. Out the back of the ballroom. Toward the lounge.

      I didn’t know how many people he had to do his bidding until now, when we arrive at the lounge, and they are all there. Uniformed men clearing the room. They hustle various couples out of the way, and Zeus waits no more than thirty seconds until he is free to drag me inside the empty room.

      We cross to a stretch of blank wall next to the fireplace. The door closes between us.

      And then his hands are on my waist. Lifting. Shoving. My back hits the wall and I wrap my legs around his waist to stay up, up, and stay alive while he kisses me. “Fuck, Brigit,” he says, again and again and again. “Fuck, Brigit. Fuck.”

      His need is so violent that it soothes me. Calms the horrible fear that he doesn’t want me, that he has never wanted me, that I’m just the same as any other woman. I’m not. The proof is marked on my skin in his handprints and the marks from his belt. It’s in the frantic hitch of his breath. The wild pulse. The way he pulls back, every so often, to let his eyes trace the contours of my face.

      This is all I want in the world.

      I want to touch him and feel the lingering hurt of his punishment. I want to let him erase the memory of him taking bids for me in this room, when he pretended that I was on offer for any other man. I don’t care what he did. I care what he does now.

      And what he’s doing now is kissing me, biting me, tasting me, like he needs me for his heart to keep beating.
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      I kiss Brigit as long as I can stand it. Until her lips are puffy and bruised and every time my tongue meets hers, she makes a sound in the back of her throat. Until she’s rocking her hips against mine. I don’t even think she realizes it.

      I drag her down from the wall and put her on the floor in front of the fireplace. I’m as unhinged as Demeter, an animal, and I have never cleared a room to fuck a prostitute before.

      I will never do it again.

      My knees sink into the carpet when I get down in front of where she’s propped herself up on her elbows. Kissing her on the floor is different than against the wall, a new angle, new sounds, and I am going to die if I don’t fuck her.

      But I’ll be damned if I don’t take my time.

      I linger on the side of her neck. Kiss down to her shoulder. My chest hurts, it hurts, with how much I’ve wanted this. It’s an expansive pain.

      An emotion.

      I would have felt it for her no matter what happened tonight but if I’m honest, if I’m an honest sick fuck, punishing her changed something. It shifted the fabric of my universe. Brigit’s suffering was beautiful. It made me need her, made me hot for her...

      Convinced me.

      She lived through the worst of me. Welcomed it. I’m scared you’ll stop. I never thought, I never fucking thought, that anyone could survive me. There’s still time for her to die, a voice whispers. You showed her to the world.

      I write that thought onto her skin with my tongue and kiss it away.

      And go lower. I tease her nipples with my teeth until she mewls, body bending, and then I make her tip her head back so I can kiss the hollow of her throat.

      I almost lost her out in the ballroom. I almost cracked her mind into a million pieces. But she came back to me. The vulnerable noises she makes now are like breadcrumbs. I follow her all the way back down to the floor.

      Work my thumb over her clit.

      Again. Again. Again, until her thighs are shaking and she opens her eyes. She’s on the verge of coming again, but Brigit has it in a tight fist. She runs her nails gently, so gently, over the skin at the collar of my shirt. “I thought...” Try again, sweetheart. “I thought the rules were that any of us could refuse a man.”

      I put a palm on her waist and drink in the curve there. “That rule is for working women and clients.”

      “Not me?”

      “Not you.” Dread contracts my skin in a sudden convulsion. This could be the last time I ever touch her. If she leaves now, if she wants to leave, then I’ll let her. I love her that much. “Refuse me, Brigit, if that’s what you want. But it will be outside the terms of my business.”

      “I have other terms.” She fidgets with one of my buttons.

      This is certain death. “I’ll pay whatever you want. To have you.”

      “I don’t want your money.” The quiver in her voice intoxicates me. “I—just. I just want you to tell me if you want me. If you love me. If it’s the truth, tell me that. Want me.” Her voice drops. “Please.”

      I lean down and kiss between her breasts, the skin there soft and warm, smelling of her. “I want you.” A crushing weight lifts off my shoulders. Oh—fuck. I had no idea how heavy it was, how debilitating, how it has driven every step into the earth for years and years. A release. “Understand, sweetheart, it’s in a very—a very broken, fucked-up way that I want you. But I do. I want you, and I love you. Let me have you.”

      A shattered gasp. “Say please,” she says.

      “Please,” I say.

      I never say that to anyone. Not sincerely. This is the first time in years.

      Brigit kisses me then, wrapping her arms around my neck and pulling me down over her. It’s hot, fierce, and short. She pushes me away again and there’s a mad scramble for my clothes that ends with my shirt half-unbuttoned and more importantly my cock released from its prison. I lower her back to the rug underneath us and shove her knees up, up, up, to her chest and hold her open like that.

      I eat her like a crazed animal. I do not relent. She’s pink and swollen in the firelight and the cages that have been around my mind for so long fall away as she sobs out another orgasm.

      I leave her there, riding it, while I stand up and open the box on the fireplace mantle. Condom. Lube. Enough, enough.

      When I return Brigit is staring at me, still shaking, still holding her knees to her chest.

      “Good girl,” I tell her, and she arches again on the strength of the words alone.

      With two fingers—big, she says—I trace down through where she is very, very wet and lower, to where she is very, very tight.

      I’ve fucked her here before.

      It wasn’t enough. And it was facedown over my bed. Not tonight. I want to see her while I stretch her ass. It’s so fucking filthy and her face turns so red while I drip lube onto her hole and work my fingers inside without asking permission.

      I will never ask permission again.

      She belongs to me now.

      Every breath of this new reality burns off the old.

      Brigit’s struggle is fucking magnificent. It’s written all over her face in the squeezed-shut eyes and the tiny gasps. She’s not a virgin here, but she feels like one, and yes, I did choose this position so this would be difficult and embarrassing. With each moment that she struggles for me I love her more. And god, she works for it, reaching for one breath, then another.

      “It hurts, doesn’t it?” I close my lips on her earlobe while I fuck her ass with two fingers.

      “Yes,” she admits, fingers trembling around her knees. “It hurts.”

      “And you’re being so good for me.” Her body responds to this, trapping me with her muscles, but I won’t let her have that kind of control. I pull my fingers out and work them back in. “You’re so good, sweetheart.” I add a third finger and she hisses with the burn but she doesn’t protest. She takes it for me. She takes it while tears gather at the corners of her eyes. “Want another finger?”

      “No,” she breathes. “Don’t.”

      “Cock, then.” I give her a desultory kiss and pull my fingers out, reveling in the surprised gasp. She doesn’t have time to readjust. I’m already there, rolling on the condom, pressing myself to her hole, tight tight tight, and her hands shake now. Thighs shake. More lube, more than you’d think is necessary, because I’m too far gone to go slow.

      The finger-fuck was the most I could give.

      One inch, two, three, and fuck, it’s a lot. It’s a lot for her. It’s heaven for me. Tears drip down onto the rug and she’s so tight she could bleed me dry and the clench and drag of fucking her shuts out the never-ending thoughts, the never-ending guilt, all the ghosts. Everything disappears but the squeeze of her.

      Fuck.

      Brigit’s trying to relax, but she can’t do it yet. Not fully. She doesn’t have the experience yet and I love it, I fucking love it. “Yes. That's it,” I tell her. “Such a good sweetheart.” I lick one tear away, because her tears are fucking mine. “I can feel you trying. God, you’re so good, you’re so perfect. Fucking perfect.”

      I take the last few inches by force, driving myself in with abandon and she gasps, in pain, in pleasure, it doesn’t matter. She’s flat against the floor, open completely for me, and I have never felt more animal, more human, than right now. Fucking her. Hard. Harder. No more breath for Brigit, not even enough to sob.

      “It hurts,” she cries when she gets enough air. “Don’t stop.”

      But I must. Because otherwise I will come and this will be over and I’m not ready for it to be over.

      I pull out of her, rip off the condom, and dive for the box again, wash my hands. She’s still crying on the floor when I pull her into my lap and over me, making her straddle me, yanking her down hard on my throbbing cock. There is no resistance now except the sweet tightness of her pussy. She’s too wet for resistance. I take control of her hips with both hands and all she can do is hold on for dear life, her hair brushing my chest. “I love you,” she whispers.

      “I love you, sweetheart.” It’s the last thing I say before all of my muscles fire, tensing at the peak of pleasure. It’s the strongest orgasm I’ve ever had and I paint the inside of her with my cum and grind her down into it with vicious strokes. Brigit comes on the slick heat of both of us, drawing me in another inch.

      She’s about to fall, when it’s over, about to tumble down onto the rug so I control it and stretch her out on her back. She held that open, exposed, humiliating position for me for so long. But she won’t pay for that in lingering tension. I work movement into her toes, and her ankles, and her heels, and then her knees. Brigit catches her breath as I arrange her legs so I can lay between them and focus my attention on her clit.

      She threads her fingers through my hair. “Oh, no,” she says. “I don’t think I can.”

      “Relax. For me.” The effect is instant. She couldn’t do it when I was fucking her ass but she does it now, letting her head fall back and her knees fall open.

      Letting me run my tongue over that bundle of nerves until she comes, quiet and long, hips bucking slowly, slowly.

      Then I get up and sit down in a winged chair by the fire.

      I lay her over my lap again. I need to see her this way. Here, now. Without an audience. She tenses, trying to push up and away from me, but I run a soothing hand over her hair. “Don’t worry, sweetheart. You did well.” I pause to let that sink in. “If you’d rather be disobedient, then I can correct that.”

      “I wouldn’t rather,” she murmurs.

      “Then take your pleasure.”

      She sighs, lets me spread her legs, and is such a good girl while I work my fingers into her pussy and remind her who owns it.

      While I make her come like that, draped over my knees.

      Three times, until she’s a shuddering aching mess, begging me to stop, stop, please, Zeus, stop, I can’t, stop.

      It’s the most beautiful sound.
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Brigit

        

      

    

    
      I want to stay curled up in Zeus’s arms forever. Forever, forever. There are other ways to spend a life, but this is the best one. Stripped down to my soul, cradled in his arms, in front of a fire. I want to see what he looks like on a beach but I would die happily in this dark room. When did he turn down the lights? No idea. Maybe one of his people knew what to do.

      I want to stay here forever, but something taps at the back of my mind.

      What is it?

      My head is pressed against Zeus’s chest. I’ve been listening to his heart beat for a long time.

      That’s why I didn’t notice the quiet. I tug on the collar of his shirt and he drops a kiss on my cheek. “Hmm?”

      “It’s quiet,” I tell him, and instantly, instantly, his body is at work, standing. Tensing. He sets me on my feet and goes to a closet I’ve never seen before. The closet isn’t altogether surprising—there’s also a bathroom here. Zeus pulls a simple black dress from the closet and brings it to me, and then he puts his own clothes on.

      If the quiet wasn’t so unsettling, I’d beg him to take the clothes off.

      At the door to the lounge he stops and listens while the hairs on the back of my neck pull up. Zeus is careful in the way he takes my hand before we go out.

      He opens the door.

      It looks...normal, in the hall, except for the lack of noise. All the lights are still on.

      Zeus keeps me close to his side on the way to the ballroom, where things are not right.

      “Is it late?” I ask. “Did everyone go up?”

      “It’s not that late.” He’s searching, searching, and I follow that gaze, dark now and wary. No James. No Reya. His jaw ticks. He squeezes my hand and I watch the calculations run across his face the same way clouds cover the sun. He sees me looking from the corner of his eye.

      It’s the smile that scares me most of all. Because that, I know now, is a show. “Come, sweetheart.”

      We make our way through the ballroom. There are three couples left, each of them absorbed, and they pay no attention to us. It can’t be that bad if people are still sitting here.

      Right?

      He must be taking me to his office. That would make the most sense, and it’s the most likely place for his people to be waiting for him. I’m about to suggest that he call them when we cross into the lobby. The lights have been dimmed here, too, but they always are. Alicia said once that it’s a way to transition people to the outside when they leave for the night. It relaxes the guests, she said. The more relaxed they are when they step outside, the less likely they are to cause trouble.

      I let my shoulders down, too.

      Zeus stops walking.

      I’m about to open my mouth when he curses and pushes me behind him, his hand on my wrist now. Like a lifeline. He takes three quick breaths and turns, looking down at me. But he’s not seeing me. His face is a mask of horror. Terror bolts across my chest. I’ve seen him angry. I’ve seen him mean. I’ve never seen him horrified. It is heartbreaking. “Zeus.” I touch his cheeks, his chin.

      But he’s gone. He’s gone. Hollowed out. “We have to go.” He walks straight into me, catching me on the way and moving me.

      “Wait. No. What—” I have to know, so I push to his side, get to an open space so I can see what did this to him.

      I regret it immediately.

      What he saw, and what I don’t want to see, what I wish I wasn’t seeing, is a figure sprawled on one of the sofas at the side of the lobby.

      It’s Reya.

      She’s dead.

      And then, in this awful dim light, I see the man who checks people in at the door. No longer standing. Slumped over the counter, one hand hanging limp off the front edge. Dead. Dead. Which one of them do I help? Which which which?

      It’s Reya, that’s who I go for, she helped me, she was kind. I know things. First aid things. Things everyone learns in school. I push her hair back from her face and ignore her wide, staring eyes. “Pulse,” I tell myself. You should check for a pulse if you find someone unconscious. Her arm has a strange weight to it when I lift it to put my fingertips at her wrist. No pulse, but maybe— I lean over and put my ear to her mouth. No breath.

      Dead.

      But.

      You can’t just leave a person to die, right? CPR. I can’t remember how it goes but I try, I press down on her chest, I do it hard. It doesn’t work. It doesn’t work, and then there are large hands pulling me back. Strong hands. “We should take her—take her somewhere,” I say. “Call an ambulance.”

      “This isn’t over,” Zeus says in my ear, and then he turns my head back to the eerie emptiness of the lobby. Fear grips me, pummels me. Whoever did this could still be here. Hunting us. “We need to find James.” He reaches for his phone. If James doesn’t pick up, we might not find him. There’s not time for us to go through the whole building. Can we get to his bedroom? That has to be the safest place. The phone rings. I’m close enough to hear it. “James,” says Zeus.

      The connection is not good. Static, and then James: “—toward the back.” As soon as the word registers we’re both moving. Through the ballroom. Move. Don’t think about the painful beat of your heart. Don’t think about the frozen goose bumps. Keep moving. The call disconnects on the way to the lounge. Zeus pushes me back into the room and comes in after me. Slams the door.

      “Fuck,” he says, and dials again. Is there a door in here? There was a closet I didn’t know about, and a bathroom. There’s the chair we were just sitting in. It waits by the fire, a relic of a time when things were all right. Goose bumps sprint along my arms and my legs. This is so wrong. How could this have happened when there were so many people here for the evening, so many hired guns, so much money?

      “It could be nothing,” I say out loud. “It could be an odd coincidence.”

      The window terrifies me as much as Zeus’s blank eyes do, but I go toward it anyway. It’s so dark out that all I can see is my own reflection. My chest seizes as I press my forehead to the glass, seizes because if my father is out there—

      If he’s looking back at me—

      He’s not. There’s nothing there. Nothing I can see. I let out a heavy breath and take one step back.

      I’m in the middle of turning around to ask Zeus to save me, to save us, when everything explodes.

      It starts with a bright flash that turns orange, rippling across the ceiling. I close my eyes against the sound and I’m too late to block it from my ears. I might be screaming. Can’t tell. The high-pitched ringing intensifies and I breathe in the sound. No—that’s my own breath. It’s so loud. Wheezing. Something falls from the ceiling and hits me on the shoulder. A huge chunk of plaster. I wrestle my eyes open and thank god, thank god, Zeus is still standing, his arms crossed over his head, phone in his hand.

      Of course. Nothing could possibly destroy him. Nothing in the world except Reya, except Katie. What will we do about Reya? We should stay here. With her. We can’t leave her. I try to point this out but when I open my mouth no words come out. My tongue doesn’t work.

      And there’s a pain in my back.

      A distant, faraway pain. Not like being spanked, or belted, or fucked. But it does exist. And it’s hot. Heat runs down with it. Or is that water? I look up toward the ceiling to find the leaking pipe. Instead I find the sky.

      That’s not right. The whorehouse is very tall. And it doesn’t have holes in it. Unless— There could be skylights. People like to see the sky.

      I tilt my head back down—my neck hurts—and Zeus is right in front of me. My body startles, jumps. “I didn’t hear you,” I tell him. “You look good.”

      He does. He looks so handsome and easy and calm. Such a perfect smile. A king smile. A god smile. He holds his hands up so I can see his palms and then he puts them on my shoulders and turns me, slow and steady.

      Zeus runs one hand over my back. I feel him stop. Why stop? Just keep touching me.

      He keeps one hand on my shoulder but the other one is back in view.

      Covered in blood.

      Zeus turns my face to his. I pay special attention to his lips. So hard to hear. “What happened?” I ask. I’m so tired. It’s been a long life.

      His phone lights up and he presses it to his ear, and then he bends down and he is gentle when he takes me in his arms. So gentle, as if I am a priceless broken doll. “I’m expensive,” I try to tell him. A joke. But I can’t quite remember the shapes of the words.

      All I can do is look at him.

      He keeps looking down at me as he carries me out, through the shredded remnants of the hall with its new holes in the ceiling, through the ballroom which is turned upside down. The lobby ceiling is intact, at least parts of it.

      It’s getting harder to see, but I stay focused.

      I’m not going to miss this.

      Dark creeps in at the edges, and beyond it I can see his face.

      I can imagine what he sounds like, but all I get is the shapes of the words on his lips. I get one hand up so I can trace them with my fingertips as he speaks.

      It’s all right, sweetheart. You’re all right. I love you. I love you. Please stay with me.
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      Thank you so much for reading SWEETER THAN SIN! Brigit’s life hangs by a thread. Zeus’s heart and home are ruined. Read the heart-wrenching conclusion to their epic forbidden romance in DARKER THAN NIGHT!

      One-click DARKER THAN NIGHT today!

      Need another forbidden romance right this instant? Find out what happens when Dayton, a veteran with a wounded heart, gets a second chance with Summer, his best friend’s little sister!

      Download BEFORE SHE WAS MINE, free everywhere!
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      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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