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      My life is a series of near misses. Or, at least, it was. But the man who saved me at the bar from a guy who definitely didn’t have the best intentions, might have even worse ones.

      And so do his friends. Knowing who my father is, I know better than to talk to strangers, and it’s just my luck that my four knights in shining armor have their own vendetta against him.

      The next thing I know, I’m a damsel in distress—a pawn in their game against my father because I’m his one weak link. But the longer I stay on this little island of misfit toys, the more things start to become clear, and the people I thought were heroes might very well be the villains in my story.

      Then again, I always did think Wendy might love Hook more, and that the Beauty wanted her Beast, that Ariel deserved a bit of revenge. And, last but not least, that Hades—the King—absolutely deserved his queen.

      

      Sign up for EM Lindsey’s newsletter and get the free MMMM Madly Ever After Prequel on ProlificWorks.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Prologue

          

          ALICE

        

      

    

    
      “You move. You die.”

      I think most people would be pissing in their pants if they heard that the second they stepped into their dorm room. Especially a five-foot-nothing college sophomore whose only weapon is the set of keys that look a few more turns away from crumbling to dust.

      But I’m not most people. I never have been most people.

      I’ve never been allowed to be most people.

      I’m Alice Romano, and that name—unfortunately—means something to the people of this godforsaken city. That name means that I’ve been dealing with the owner of this voice for the better part of my life. It usually comes with being blindfolded and strapped to a chair with my hands duct-taped.

      It comes with ugly taunts and the promise of what’s to come if I don’t get myself out by the time the buzzer goes off.

      Because the asshole who’s currently pushing something hard and metal against my back is my cousin Leo. He’s the second-oldest nephew—that we know of that happens to live in the US. Leo’s older brother, Marco, is the current heir to the Romano family rule, and Leo is kind of his bitch-boy.

      At least, that’s what I hear people whisper behind his back. It’s something I know he hears too, but he’s good at ignoring stuff like that. We all are. If we want to survive, we have to be.

      Of course, this is basic training stuff. I know how to escape being tied up, but I don’t know how to fight. I can break duct tape handcuffs, and I know where to kick a man who’s holding me captive, but I couldn’t hold my own with some frat-boy asshole in a dark alley.

      Not that I have much of a chance to meet guys like that. My father, Guido Romano, has been keeping me isolated from the evils of the world, as he likes to call them. He’s a former Catholic priest who fell in love with my mother and broke his vows for love.

      So he says.

      That was the fairy tale I grew up on, anyway. Sometimes I think that story’s meant to hurt me, though, because my mother’s dead, and my father’s a heartless monster who hasn’t looked me in the eye since I was eleven years old.

      Of course, he has no problem dressing me up and parading me around his creepy friends at parties, and I can hear them whisper behind their glasses of single malt scotch all the ways I’d be a perfect, obedient little wife. And all the favors marrying me would earn them with my father.

      It almost makes me laugh when I allow myself to think about my situation. How I became the single, surviving Romano child from a family who was a minor deal in Italy and a huge deal here in this city. How a tragic accident that took my mother and sister away from me left me shouldering the entire responsibility to keep the line going.

      After all, Marco and Leo aren’t Romanos. They’re Riccis. So it’s up to me to produce the next line that will inherit, so long as my father can stay alive before it’s Marco’s turn to take over. That’s easier said than done since the two things I know about my father are that he doesn’t make friends easily and this city is full of his enemies.

      I’ve never been allowed to know much about his dealings, but it doesn’t take a genius to understand that he’s got his fingers in weapons and drugs and other shit that’s above my head. And I know his biggest rivals are the Walshes.

      I’ve never set eyes on any of them, but I’ve heard my father’s drunken rages about Kane—who took over sometime when I was away at boarding school and is now attempting to make my father’s life a living hell. At least, that’s how he tells it.

      But he rarely lets this sort of thing bleed into my life.

      Instead, he sends Leo to torment me a few times a year, and then he leaves me to my own devices. Sort of. And by that I mean he leaves me in this dorm room with so-called friends who are on his payroll and guards twenty-four seven.

      What a life.

      I’m not really in the mood to deal with Leo right now, though. My birthday just passed—the ripe old age of twenty, and yes, I’m older than most of the people in my year. It took a year to convince my father to even consider the idea of college, and by the time he relented, it was too late for him to bribe admissions to get me in.

      I don’t really care about that, though. I’m here, and I’m slowly building dreams of what my life will be like when I can get out from under my father’s thumb. I just have to play nice and pretend like I’m willing to go along with whatever he wants.

      And one day, I’ll just…go. It’s not like I can really be of use to him anyway, aside from some sort of walking womb, and at this point, I can’t even say I want kids ever.

      But today kind of hurts. I woke up to one of my father’s sterile gifts—a silver necklace in a blue velvet box. It was sitting at the end of my bed alongside a single rose and a hardback copy of a book by my favorite author, which means one of his creepy guards broke in while I was asleep to leave it there.

      It wouldn’t have even fazed me, considering that I’ve long since stopped expecting that man to actually care about me, but the flower is new. And so is the book. Both of those things are a surprise because they’re so…personal. It amazes me that anyone was paying close enough attention to get me something I might like.

      The pathetic, sorry, abandoned little girl piece of my soul started to glow with hope that morning, and like the loser I am, I waited for a call. Or a text. Anything.

      I sent him a message at noon thanking him for the gifts, and the most I got was that the message was read. Just like always.

      It’s on me for thinking it meant anything different—that he was finally starting to see me as a person, as someone he could be proud of. The ache sat heavy in my chest for the rest of the day, and I managed to scrape by classes, then my study group at the café before I had to make my way home.

      Now, to add insult to injury, I’m being attacked instead of wished a happy birthday.

      It only takes me a second and a well-placed fist to Leo’s balls for him to step back and let go with a breathless laugh, and I can see amusement in his eyes as he holds up his hands in surrender. It’s not like him, though he has been the only person in this godforsaken family who has ever treated me with kindness, but it’s enough to throw me off.

      My eyes narrow in suspicion. “That was too easy.”

      He sighs. “It’s your birthday, little cousin. That’s my gift to you.”

      That crawls under my skin and stings like fire ants. How fucking gracious. I turn away from him, catching a glimpse of my father’s hired guards out of the window as I drop my bag on my bed and stare around at the empty dorm. It stings even further that no one’s home to greet me, but I’ve come to expect as much.

      Not even in boarding school, when I was finally away from my father’s chokehold, did anyone even acknowledge me on my birthday. All I ever got were the little trinkets he left—sterile and store-bought.

      And now the rose. And the book.

      “Doing anything to celebrate tonight?” Leo asks as he strolls to our half-fridge and starts to rummage around. The only thing in there right now is a little container of hard-boiled eggs that Emilia always has. She read some Miss America diet thing online last year, and she’s followed it religiously ever since.

      “I hope you’re not looking for anything special,” I tell him blandly, kicking my shoes off.

      “How are you not starving to death?”

      Falling to the edge of my bed, I lean back on my hands and shrug. “Dining card. If you’re really hungry, I could treat you to some bland buffet food. It’s the only thing still open right now.”

      He grimaces, and I don’t blame him. Not all of the Romanos eat well, but Leo does. I did once, but I’d take this college campus slop over sitting at my father’s table while he stares at me like I’m the world’s biggest disappointment.

      With a sigh, Leo turns to me and props his shoulder against the wall. His eyes roam around the room for a second, and I track them to a dent on the wall. It’s a patch from some wiring work the maintenance guy had done a few weeks into the first semester. The guy had been creepy and hadn’t said a word to me. He was goddamn ripped, though, and made my mouth water, even if I couldn’t get a good look at his face under the low brim of his hat.

      “You never answered my question,” Leo says, interrupting my thoughts.

      “Because it was a stupid question,” I fire back. “How am I supposed to go anywhere with Flotsam and Jetsam tailing me?”

      Leo scoffs. “By sneaking out. God, I should have come around a lot more.”

      I blink. “Sneaking out. That’s hilarious. My father likely has me tracked—”

      “He has two brainless trolls following you around at all times,” Leo corrects. “If Tweedle Dee and Tweedle Dum happen to think you’re snoozing in your bed like the good little girl they believe you are, they’ll report that back to your father. Won’t they?”

      My mouth goes dry. “I wouldn’t have the first idea how to—”

      “The fire escape,” he says. “Trust me, Alice, you’ve spent most of your life lulling these men into a false sense of security. It’s time to reap those benefits.”

      I bite my lip. “You’re talking like I was playing them all along.”

      At that, Leo straightens and tosses a wink my way. “Aren’t you?” He heads over toward the window and peers out before turning his back to it and heading for the door. “Your roommates pass out early, the bars close late, and those guys always grab dinner…”

      “At eleven, at that shitty hot dog stand,” I finish for him. Maybe Leo’s not wrong. Maybe I have been paying attention. But maybe this is also a trap, and he’s just waiting to report me to my father so I’ll get kicked out of school and he’ll earn brownie points. I wouldn’t put it past him.

      He takes one look at my face and sighs, shaking his head like he can read my thoughts. “I wouldn’t have fought so hard for you to be here right now, Alice, if I didn’t want you to live a little. Take some chances. These nasty little lessons weren’t just trying to show you how to get out of duct tape and zip ties.”

      “Could have fooled me,” I say. I rub my left wrist where I still have a scar from the night Marco was a little too rough with the ties.

      Leo holds my gaze. “I guess I’ve fooled a lot of people over the years, but I didn’t mean one of those people to be you. Go out and fucking live, Alice. Buy a drink, make bad choices, suck a dick.”

      It sounds like it should be an insult—and maybe it is. Maybe it’s a dig at the fact that no one has ever gotten close enough to me to touch me. But his eyes seem sincere, and that’s terrifying. “Leo…”

      “Just think about it,” he says. “You know the routine, and you know the way out—and the way back in without any of them seeing you. You deserve better than what you were born into. We all do, and we all have to figure out how to survive it without losing our minds.”

      He’s not wrong, but I don’t tell him that I’m just biding my time until I can escape. My father thinks I’ll have some marriage value to him, but in reality, I know that the minute I’m gone, he’ll forget about me. I’m pretty damn sure that’s what he’s been trying to get me to do my whole life.

      So maybe Leo’s right about that too. Maybe it’s time to prove to both Guido Romano and myself that I am brave enough to take that step. Tonight might just be a drink at some bar, and tomorrow might not be anything at all.

      But the second I have a chance to free myself from the crooked man who likes to call himself king, I have to believe I’ll be ready to take the leap. And hell, that might just start tonight.
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          KANE

        

      

    

    
      The light from my office window is enough to cast a glare on the tablet, so I turn, making the body behind me huff with quiet annoyance. That huff might as well have been a shout, though, as it’s the only sound Ariel can make with his ruined throat. I know he’s been watching the feed as intently as I have, and I tilt my head up, reaching for him to stroke the back of my knuckles over his scars.

      “I have a meeting in ten.”

      He glances down at me and with a lazy hand signs, ‘Do you want me to stay?’

      I shake my head and set the tablet down, for the moment obscuring our target. She’s not doing anything particularly interesting, which is par for the course. Alice Romano might be our way to taking Guido Romano down to his knees, but I’m still working on exactly how I want to use her for it.

      She’s not dull, but she’s certainly not interesting, either.

      In fact, last night was the first sign of any backbone I’ve seen in her since Ari installed the security cameras. It was obvious by the look on her face that she was scared when her cousin approached her, but something about their interactions told me it wasn’t the first time he’d done that to her.

      And by their conversation, I realized I wasn’t wrong. Leo Ricci—a smarmy little fuck who I’ve had the misfortune of meeting half a dozen times—has done that before. From the sound of it, it’s something he’s paid to do by Alice’s father.

      Even as he taunted her last night, though, I had very few expectations. He left her, and she spent a little while reading some of the book we left her and stroking the flower petals with delicate brushes of her fingers. It was enough to drive a weaker man wild, though for me, it was merely a case in study.

      I needed to understand her better so I could use her.

      James, of course, was riveted. He helped Phoenix choose the book after painstakingly going through all of her belongings and finding her stash of alien erotica under her bed, so I think he took her enjoyment of the gift personally. Phoenix sat at his tablet and listened to the description of her touching the rose he’d gifted, and he showed no signs of emotions, but he did take James to his room later that night, so I know they were affected.

      The only one who hadn’t bothered was my sweet little psychopath, but I hadn’t expected anything out of Ari except maybe him plotting ways he could torment her if he ever got her in his playroom.

      Which, if my plan went off without a hitch, he would.

      I just need to figure out how that makes me feel. I’ve seen what my silent lunatic does to people once he has them in my chair, and I have a hard time picturing Alice there. She’s too…

      Fuck.

      I don’t know.

      Something I’m entirely unused to.

      My gaze flickers to the scattered photos on my desk. The oldest one—my most treasured one—is a young girl. Light hair, dark eyes, skin tan from a long holiday in Majorca. It was the last photo of her that wasn’t from the crime scene where they found her battered, bloody, a shell of the girl she once was.

      I remember the look on my father’s face when he told me what had happened. He waited until he had all of the information about her. Alianna was a late-in-life surprise. My mother thought she was reaching that age where she couldn’t have more children. I wasn’t even sure how to feel, but I fell in love with her the second I set eyes on her in the hospital. I didn’t think I was capable of loving something so much. I was young and reckless and stupid, but I was also going to be her protector.

      And I failed her.

      She was snatched from school, and it took my father months to track down the man responsible. He passed Guido Romano’s photo to me. He was somber, in vestments, looking godly as any man of the cloth. And he was the one who did this.

      “He will pay,” my father muttered.

      He wanted blood as much as I did, but something dark and monstrous was born inside me after that. He would pay in blood, but he would pay in every other way possible too. And six months later, it began. Six months later, I cornered him in his confessional and knocked down the first domino.

      My only regret is that my father didn’t live to see the end game. And it starts now, with this precious man standing in my space, ready to do anything I ask of him.

      Reaching my hand up, I curl my fingers around the back of Ari’s neck and force him to bend down until his lips meet mine. The position has to hurt, but it’s a mark of what a little masochist he is for me for how long he holds it as I devour his mouth.

      “I’m feeling restless,” I tell him when we break apart.

      He quirks a brow at me, waiting for me to tell him what I need.

      “I’m going to be late, but not that late. Go home and tell James to get you ready for me.”

      Ari’s eyes darken. He loves nothing more than when I take my frustrations out on his body. He lives for it. It’s one of the only ways he can truly feel anything. I dig my nails into his neck and wait for him to suck in a breath before letting him go.

      He straightens and fixes me with a hot look, but he doesn’t move yet. He lets me drink him in. The young teen—barely out of adolescence—that stood in my manor, letting out a scream that would never be heard, is nothing like the man who stands here now. Years have passed, and though his voice is gone—stolen by Guido Romano’s arrogance and ego—he has become something else.

      A monster, yes, but also a lover. He’s become steadfast and perfect with all of his broken pieces glued together by a lifetime of promises that I will always continue to make. It doesn’t matter that he can’t love me the way I love him. It doesn’t matter that he feeds off chaos and blood and violence.

      What matters is that he—like all of my other misfits—is mine.

      I rise, tugging him by his shirt until our chests collide, and I kiss him again. My teeth dig into his lip until I taste copper, and I lick the drops of blood away before pulling back. “I’ll make it hurt tonight,” I promise him.

      His eyes are dark and narrowed, and his lips are slightly parted on his panting breath. He collects himself for a moment, and then a small, arrogant smirk tightens his mouth, and he steps back with a half salute. His erection is visible through his jeans, and it fucking does something to me that he doesn’t bother hiding it as he strolls out of my office and leaves me for the afternoon.

      “That display,” comes a voice from my office doorway, and I turn to see my uncle, Aldis, strolling in, “was grotesque.”

      He’s flanked by his son, Rhys, who is probably my closest confidant. At least, one that I’m not fucking. I’m not foolish enough to trust anyone, but Rhys is loyal, and I plan to do everything in my power to keep it that way.

      His father, well…

      Aldis always did have a sliver of hope that he’d get the keys to this empire after my father died, but I know he knew better than to truly believe it. I have given him power, though, and the respect that comes with it. And the money, which doesn’t hurt.

      Gesturing to my two chairs, I sit back down and refuse to address his comment. I know many of my men look at me askance with the choices I’ve made. I’m unmarried, and there’s no heir on the horizon, and considering who my lovers are, I don’t know that anyone expects one.

      What they don’t know—no one except James, Phoenix, and Ari—is that I don’t have the ability to produce one, even if I’d changed my mind about it. On my twenty-second birthday, Guido Romano sent a woman to me. Someone he knew I would be drawn to. She charmed me, whispered promises into my ear, and the second I dropped my guard, she slipped something into my drink.

      I woke up with my pants around my ankles to her being dragged off me by Phoenix, and I don’t actually know what happened to her after that.

      Phoenix told me she broke quickly under my father’s hand, though. She confessed who had sent her and why. Romano wanted the Walsh heir under his thumb as payment for what I’d done to him, and it was in that moment I knew I would make him pay. I just hadn’t realized how deep it was about to go.

      A year later, with Phoenix at my side, I stepped into a clinic and took care of the problem forever. Should Guido try it again—should he ever be foolish enough, should I ever drop my guard enough—it wouldn’t matter.

      He would condemn that soul to torture and torment for no reason at all.

      And one by one, I began making my list of the ways to hurt Guido. And one by one, I begin ticking those items off.

      I don’t know what the end game is going to look like exactly, but right now, I do know it involves the woman on the now darkened tablet, And eventually, Guido Romano on his knees, begging without a tongue after I let Ari rip it out.

      “Gentlemen,” I say when I realize I’ve been quiet too long. I fold my hands on my desk and give them a look. “Let’s go over the quarterly reports.”
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        * * *

      

      Ari’s playroom is lit up when I get home, but I bypass it. He can wait. He’ll enjoy how long I draw this out, and I make my way up the stairs and into my bedroom. It doesn’t take me much time at all to strip down to a T-shirt and lounge pants, and as I’m ruffling some of the product out of my hair, I reach down and flick on the tablet again.

      The screen loads immediately to Alice’s room. She’s not brave enough to sneak out yet…but she will be. I watched her all afternoon, and I could see the way she was eyeing the fire escape every time she thought someone wasn’t looking.

      Of course, she has no idea we’re always looking.

      My eyes take in her form on the bed, stretched out with her back against the headboard, the toes on her right foot pointed. Her left leg is crooked up, and she’s got her new book resting against it while her hand absently strokes over the flower petals.

      It gives me a strange, hot feeling to see the way she treats our gifts like they’re something precious, and the piece-of-shit bit of costume jewelry is forgotten, lost to the mess of her dorm. My fingers touch the screen just to the right of her.

      She’s young, and I know she’s innocent and untouched. Her father’s kept her like a fucking pheasant under glass for most of her life, and even here with the torture of everyone else’s freedom, she’s bound. She never had a chance, this girl.

      She never had real hope.

      She doesn’t look much like her father at all, and I suppose that’s some kind of saving grace for her. She’s everything like her mother, though I only met the woman once at a party. She was stunning and she was charming, and resisting the urge to seduce her where Romano would find us was almost impossible.

      I’d had him once—just before his entire world and his faith shattered.

      And I knew it would break him to have her and make him watch as she fell apart under my tongue the same way he did.

      But I would wait.

      This game would have to be a long one. There was hell to pay, and a quick death for Guido Romano would be far too good.

      “Is she still reading?”

      I turn my head at the sound of Phoenix’s voice. He’s hovering in the doorway, his face tipped down. He’s got a tank top on and sweatpants, and the stains on the front tell me he’s been working out. He doesn’t keep to a schedule the way I do—the way any of us do—because he no longer leaves this place.

      He hasn’t left in twenty years.

      He hasn’t set foot beyond the gardens since the bullet tore through his temple, ruined his eyes, and took away everything he’d worked for. Not since he attempted to take his life—to take himself from me. And I snapped.

      Twenty years hasn’t softened his resentment toward me at his imprisonment, and I know it’s mostly fear now that’s staying my hand and refusing to hand over the key to his gilded cage, but he has stopped hating me for it.

      “She’s touching the rose,” I tell him as he crosses the room. His hands find me, and I look up into his face. Still the beautiful, dangerous man I think I’ve always been in love with. He digs his fingers into my waist and leans in, running his nose along my jaw.

      He’s the only one who ever takes these kinds of liberties with me. I love my boys, but Phoenix knows the shape of my soul in ways no one else ever has. He cups my face and tips my jaw up with his thumbs, then kisses me.

      “James watched her last night,” he murmurs against my lips. “Late—after all of us were asleep. She touched herself.”

      My body and brain refuse to commit to any kind of reaction. I don’t know how to feel. I know in the short weeks we’ve had her under constant surveillance, he’s become increasingly obsessed, but that doesn’t surprise me. James is the sweetest among us. He’s the only one with a heart left.

      He was a broken, shattered man when I dragged him from the floor of the drug house and let my doctor stitch him up. He looked at me with pain in his eyes that stretched down to the very core of his being when he realized he was worth nothing more than a sacrifice to Guido Romano.

      He’d been told that far too often growing up, and I promised him in that moment if he stuck with me, he would understand what it truly meant to be worshipped. And none of us have truly let him down.

      But I worry now. Alice is exactly the sort of creature who could take him down at the knee, and I don’t know what’ll happen to my sweet little murderer when he faces the reality that she might breathe her last in Ari’s chair.

      “He’s falling for her,” Phoenix murmurs.

      “It sounds like you watched too.”

      “Both of them,” Phoenix says. For a blind man, he has an intense voyeurism kink. He’s constructed an AI tethered to our home and to every one of our surveillance lines that reads to him exactly what’s going on in any room.

      No matter where I’m fucking or where we are, Phoenix is always there with us.

      “Did you enjoy him getting off to her?”

      He just laughs and dips his hand into the front of my pants, curling his fingers around me. “Her pussy sounds sweet. I isolated it once she got her little toy inside her, and I fed it right into James’ speaker.”

      I shudder. I shouldn’t indulge this. I should demand that they stop immediately. It’s not safe—not for us, not for our dynamic. But something stays my tongue as I buck up against Phoenix’s grip.

      “They’re waiting for you,” he eventually says. He thumbs at the head of my cock, and I’m pretty sure I can’t get harder than I am right now.

      “Do you want to join us?”

      “I’ve had my taste of Ari for the night,” Phoenix says. He kisses me again, dipping his tongue into my mouth like he’s sharing it with me, and I imagine I can get a small hint of his musk. “Make him cry.”

      I grin and nip at his lips. “Don’t worry, I will.”

      Phoenix leaves me, and I take a few moments before I make my way downstairs, then out of the main house and toward the building we constructed for the resident psychopath to do his work. I imagine I can hear noise, though it’s entirely soundproof, and there’s only silence as I open the door.

      James is there when I walk into the room, and he’s got Ari lying on his back, entirely naked, covered in red marks. He looks up at me and grins, and I realize he’s wearing his hook prosthetic—something he only does here.

      He’s never felt the need for it out in the world. I once asked why, and he told me he wanted to make sure every Romano knew what happened to him and why they would all pay with blood.

      But here, he uses the hook to take Ari’s nipple in a vicious pinch, and my cock twitches when Ari’s mouth falls open wide in a silent scream.

      “Looks like he’s perfectly warmed up,” I say.

      James shrugs and brushes back some of his dark curls. He looks every bit like a Spanish pirate with his wild, long hair and his piercings and tattoos. His skin is olive and glistening right now with a fine sheen of sweat. He bites his lip ring as I come close, but he opens for a kiss.

      “Glad you could join us, love,” he murmurs.

      I have always loved the lingering English accent that curls his words, making them sound like poetry, even when he’s vicious. I push my hand into his hair and grip tight. “Wouldn’t want to be anywhere else.” I kiss him a second time, then take a step back and drag fingers over the sore spots shining like beacons on Ari’s chest.

      He shudders, his hands flexing against the table, and then he opens his eyes and meets my gaze.

      “Alice is getting
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