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Chapter One

Drew waited until one of his men opened the
door for him at his family-owned club. He was there to check on the
place. Alastair, the family’s Don—or head
of the family—asked for him because the
receivables were diminished. An unknown amount was missing every
month, and he wanted to know why. He didn’t mind going out to check
on things, and even though he was the head of his side of the
family, he and Alastair’s family were the same.

Drew didn’t have to look back to know his
three men stood right behind him, waiting for directions. They had
been with him since they were all teenagers, and they were men he
knew he could always count on.

He waited until his eyes adjusted to the dim
light in the club before moving forward and taking a table against
the wall where he’d be able to see everything. A waitress sauntered
up to the table.

“Hello, Mr. Maclean. What can I get you
tonight?” she said in a sultry voice.

Drew studied the woman. She’d worked at the
club for a few years and been fine. Now, she showed signs of drug
abuse. Her pupils were too large, and she’d lost a lot of weight
since he’d seen her last. He’d have to have Newman, the club
manager, watch her. The Macleans didn’t allow people under the
influence to work for them.

“I’ll take a glass of my scotch.” He turned
to his men. “What do you guys want to drink?”

“Bring us a pitcher of beer,” Tony said.

The woman walked off.

“Jesus, she’s fucked up, isn’t she?” Vance,
one of his men, asked.

Drew nodded.

“That sucks. Are you going to fire her?”
Manny asked.

“I’ll leave that up to Newman, the manager.
But I’ll have someone check in with them in a few weeks to see how
everything is.”

The waitress came back and set the drinks on
the table. She moved closer to Drew and put her hand on his
shoulder.

“Is there anything else I can do for you,
Mr. Maclean? You know I’ll do anything to make you happy.”

Drew almost snorted. He’d gotten one blowjob
from her years ago. The woman gave good head, but he’d never fuck
her because he had no idea how many men she’d been with.

“Not tonight, Chrissy.”

She ran her fingers down his chest. “Are you
sure?” she purred and then gasped when he caught her hand in a
brutal grip.

“You don’t touch me … ever, unless I ask you
to. Do you understand?”

The woman tried to pull away, but he just
tightened his grip.

“Yes. Yes, I understand,” Chrissy said.

He released her. “Go, and from now on
tonight, I want another waitress.”

He caught a look of rage flash in the
woman’s eyes before she blanked them. Without another word, she
turned and stormed off.

“Some women just don’t learn,” Tory
said.

Drew nodded but didn’t say anything.

He’d been studying the people in the room
for a few minutes before the manager, Newman, walked up. Drew could
see how nervous he was and guessed it was because it was never good
when a Maclean suddenly appeared.

“Hello, Mr. Harrison-Maclean. How are you
this evening?”

“I’m good, Newman. How are things around
here?” Drew asked and studied the manager.

“Things have been a little slow lately, but
it’s finally picking up.”

“Why has it been slow?” Drew asked.

“I’m guessing the cold weather. It’s early
for these low temperatures, and people don’t like to go out.”

Drew nodded but didn’t totally believe the
man. Something was going on. He just had to figure it out. “I’ll
want to look at the books before I go.”

The manager nodded, but Drew could see the
sweat that formed on his forehead.

“Of course. You know where we keep
everything.”

“Yes, I do.”

“If you need anything, just call out.”

“I want another waitress, and I’ve got some
concerns about Chrissy,” Drew said.

Newman swallowed. “Of course. We only have
one other waitress on the floor tonight. She’s new and still
learning.”

“I’ll take that into consideration. You can
go back to work. We’ll talk later about Chrissy.”

Newman nodded and walked off.

“What do you think that was about?” Vance
asked.

Drew rubbed his chin. “I’m not sure, but I
can tell he’s hiding something.” Damn, he had trusted the man for
years.

The other three men agreed.

They watched the dancers on the stage in the
middle of the room for the next thirty minutes. The women were
never allowed to get one hundred percent naked to avoid getting
arrested, but it was close.

The Macleans did everything they could to
stay off the police radar, so they made each business as close to
lawful as they could and still entertained the men that came
there.

“Uh, hello. Do you guys need anything to
drink?”

Drew looked at the waitress and was
immediately suspicious. She did her best to be as plain as she
could, but he could see past the ugly glasses, bad hair dye, and
baggy clothing.

Her arms were thin, and he could clearly see
her clavicle bone, telling him she was beyond skinny. He guessed
her hair was very dark because of the growing roots. He’d bet one
of his bottles of expensive scotch that the glasses weren’t
real.

So, what the fuck was she hiding for?

“What’s your name?” Drew asked. He could
tell he had startled her.

“Oh, um, my name is Scarlet.”

That was a lie.

“How old are you?”

“Twenty-eight.”

Also, a lie. She would be a horrible poker
player.

“How long have you been working here?” Drew
asked.

He was surprised when he saw a flash of
impatience in her eyes.

“Why do you need to know this?” she
asked.

Drew grinned. “Do you know who I am?”

She looked confused and shook her head. “No.
I’m new to town. Are you, like, the mayor or something?”

His men laughed, and he smiled.

“Or something,” he said.

Her grip on her pen tightened until her
knuckles were white.

“It doesn’t matter. I have other customers,
so I’ll move on if you don’t need anything.”

Drew couldn’t remember being talked to like
this, especially from a woman. The fact that he could not detect
any attraction made it even more interesting.

“I think we’re good for now, but check back
in twenty minutes.”

“All right.” She turned and walked off.

Tory chuckled. “I think that’s the first
time I’ve ever seen a woman not drool over you.”

Drew rolled his eyes. He didn’t tell them he
was thinking the same thing. At first, he thought she knew who he
was and was scared, but she had no idea who he was. So, why was she
so skittish? And her disguise probably fooled most people, but it
didn’t deceive him at all.

He wouldn’t leave the club until he found
out.


Chapter Two

Nala, aka Scarlet, tried to stay away from
the side of the room where the four men sat. The one who talked was
the one who seriously terrified her. He exuded power and danger,
and those were the things she was trying to get away from.

She could feel his eyes follow her around
the room, and it took all her courage not to run. She’d finally
found a place she could hide and a person who believed her and was
trying to help. She didn’t want to have to move on.

Nala knew she would eventually have to do
more. She couldn’t stay in town, work in a club, and live in a
small, dank room over the restaurant that Newman’s cousin owned. It
was only a block away, so it was convenient, but her life was not
what she ever dreamed it would be. Then again, she hadn’t known
Clayton would buy her from the halfway house she went to after she
aged out.

The halfway house gave people like
her—kids too old to stay in the foster
system—a place to live and a job so they
didn’t end up in the street like so many kids that aged out of the
system. She certainly didn’t know she’d end up with a monster and
he would keep her for years.

She promised herself that one day she’d find
out who sold her and make them pay. She guessed she wasn’t the
first one they’d sold, and it wouldn’t be the last until they were
stopped.

She had tried her best to make the man
happy. If she hadn’t, she knew she was in for a beating, or being
tied to a post and whipped would be in her near future. She guessed
sometimes he pushed her limits, so she’d mess up. Or he just did it
for fun, not because she did something wrong.

She would carry the scars from his abuse for
the rest of her life. She could usually ignore how her body looked
in the mirror and pretend she was normal and not the evil, gross
fiend he enjoyed making her feel like.

Nala sighed and glanced over at the men’s
table. She would have to go and check on them even though it was
the last thing she wanted to do. She straightened her spine and
locked her jaw before making her way to their table.

“Can I get you anything right now?” she
asked. A shiver ran down her spine at the intense look on the man’s
face as he stared at her. It was like he was seeing past the
disguise and into her soul. She felt her fingers start to shake, so
she tightened her grip on the tray, almost hiding behind it.

“I’d like another scotch, sweetheart,” the
man said.

Her eyes widened. Why did he sound so nice
now? She, of course, didn’t believe or trust it, but why would he
use that tactic on her?

It took effort to pull her gaze from his to
look at the other men at the table. “How about you?”

“Another pitcher of beer would be good.”

“Okay. I’ll be right back.”

Nala walked away from them, and it took all
her strength not to make a run for it. She told herself she was
being an insecure idiot, but she didn’t want to take any chances
either. At the bar, she put in their order and then concentrated on
settling her breathing down.

“Here you go, girl,” Thomas, the bartender
said. His brows snapped together as he studied her. “What’s
wrong?”

“What? Nothing. I’m just a bit tired,” she
said.

She could tell he didn’t believe her, but he
kept his mouth shut. She grabbed the tray, and made her way back to
the table.

She set the picture and the glass down and
took a few steps back, holding the tray in front of her like a
shield.

“Would there be anything else?” she
asked.

“I’d like to know where you’re from?” the
man asked.

“I’m not really from anywhere. I move around
a lot.”

One of the other men at the table asked why,
and she told them she liked being a free spirit. When she looked
back at the man in charge, she could tell he didn’t believe a word
she was saying, and she needed to get out of his way because she
didn’t want any more questions.

“Really?” he asked.

“Yes, I don’t like being in one town long
because there’s always something else to see.”

One of his brows spiked. “Oh, really?” he
said.

She blew out a breath and gritted her
teeth.” Yes, now, is there anything else I can get you? I have
other customers.”

“No, we’re fine for now. Please check
back.”

She took a few steps, turned, and walked
away. For the next hour, she ignored them as much as she could and
knew she eventually would have to go over and check on them.

Only the three men were left when she saw
the table, and the main man was gone. They didn’t intimidate her as
much as the other guy. She breathed a sigh of relief.

“What can I get you, gentlemen?” she
asked.

“I don’t think we need anything. I think
we’re probably leaving here soon.”

She could feel her stomach at ease and gave
them a small smile. “All right, you have a good evening,” she
said.

For the next hour, she took care of her
other tables.

The next time she looked at the table
against the far wall, it was empty except for the dirty glasses and
pitcher. It made her slightly dizzy with relief. She walked over to
get the glasses and found a hundred-dollar bill under one. The man
was nosy as hell, but he was generous.

The rest of the night went smoothly, but she
was ready to return to her room and get some sleep.

“I’m going to head out,” she said after
finishing the sweeping.

Newman smiled. “Get some rest tonight, and I
will see you tomorrow.”

She smiled. “I will try.”

She waved, grabbed her jacket from the
locker by the office, and went out the back door. She looked around
carefully to make sure there was no one there before she closed the
door because it locked right after her.

Nala cautiously started to go back to the
room a block away. About halfway there, her sense of being watched
grew stronger with every step. She stopped and looked around and
couldn’t see anything but then turned back and hurried up the
stairs to the room she was staying in.

She locked the door, making it as secure as
she could. Looking at the door and all four locks almost made her
smile. She put in two extra ones when she moved in because she felt
unsafe. It helped a little, but she didn’t think she’d ever feel
one hundred percent secure. She pulled off her glasses and clothes
before stepping into the shower. She scrubbed and dried herself,
then put on her nightgown and brushed her teeth. She took down her
hair and finger-combed it.

Nala studied her face in the mirror and
grimaced. She disliked the blonde color she used to hide her
natural black hair. She’d been in a hurry that day, so she grabbed
the first one off the shelf. She did everything she could to hide
because she would kill herself if he caught her and took her back.
Death would be better than what he would do to her. She’d feel pain
unlike anything she’d ever felt with Clayton, and she wouldn’t be
able to handle it. The thought of begging him to stop made her sick
because that’s exactly what the bastard wanted her to do. It never
helped, but it made him happy.

She thought she should eat something before
bed but had no energy to get up and find something.

Her eyes closed, and she let out a sigh
before she fell asleep. A few times that night, she was jerked
awake from a sound out in the alley or down in the restaurant, but
otherwise, she got a few hours of uninterrupted sleep, which she
needed. She couldn’t remember the last time she’d gotten a full
night’s sleep. Even as a child, she’d been on guard in all the
foster homes before the monster Clayton had come into her life.

The light coming in through the thin drapes
brightened the room the next morning, waking her up. She lay there
and stared at the ceiling for a long time, relaxing and thinking
about her next move.

It made her
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