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            JOSHUA

          

        

      

    

    
      I remember the first day I saw her like it was yesterday.

      Little Emilia Connor.

      She had medium-length dirty-blonde hair tied into two high pigtails, a Band-Aid covering a skinned knee, and glasses. She was wearing a light pink sundress.

      She stood in the first row of her third grade class as they sang a song for our school’s spring assembly.

      I had just transferred to her school because my mother was secretly dating her boss—who happened to be Emilia’s father—and it was getting serious. We moved so they could be closer together. I was at the end of eighth grade, and I’d left my friends and a decent life behind so my mother could follow her dream of living the high life.

      At thirteen, I was old enough to have been told about their plans to move in together, but my mother and Emilia’s father considered her too young to know what was happening until it was permanent. There were many times I envied her ignorance.

      Sitting with my new class and watching hers sing their little hearts out, I heard her voice above all of them.

      She beamed her bright smile at anyone who would look at her as she animatedly hit all of the notes and stupidly grinned into the audience without a care in the world.

      I hated her instantly.

      Things have changed a lot in those fifteen years, but what hasn’t changed is our disdain for each other and our rivalry.

      I always felt as though I were never enough around her. I was the kid from the slums who didn’t fit in. I knew the value of working hard. My old man died at forty-five because of an aneurysm. He worked too hard for other people and never hard enough on himself.

      I never asked to be pulled out of that life, and being near Emilia always made me feel like I didn’t belong in this one.

      There was something about her I never saw in any of the other girls. Her hair was always in place, and she wore the simplest yet prettiest dresses. If you didn’t come from these parts, you would never have been able to tell from looking at her that her father was one of the most successful businessmen in the city.

      As much as she got under my skin, once we matured, her laugh always triggered something inside of me. It became difficult to be close to her with so many conflicting feelings waging war with each other.

      Everything about her life was perfect.

      Everything but me.

      I know she tried to be nice, but it was an act, I felt it in my bones.

      I was never enough.

      Then, in my graduating year, her gloves came off. Playing a caring daughter and a kind human being must have been too difficult for her, because she just stopped trying.

      By then, my mother had already married and divorced her father, but Emilia’s dad never stopped showing interest in my life.

      But she did.

      She stopped speaking to me altogether during my senior year. Even though I moved out with my mom during the divorce, Adam still had me over for the occasional dinner, and Emilia would breeze into the room, acknowledge Adam with her smiles and kisses, and leave just as quickly.

      I became a ghost in her presence.

      Emilia’s dad offered a few of the guys from my graduating class entry-level positions at Connor Realty, and most of us jumped at the chance since no one else was interested in hiring kids right out of high school.

      Then Adam began to mentor me, causing Emilia to distance herself from her own father.

      When she graduated, she took a nice little trust fund and went to college as far away as she could. She’s been home for one holiday in the last five.

      And now she’s on her way here.

      Adam didn’t deserve a daughter like Emilia.

      Thumbing my fingers across Adam’s last will, a charge builds inside of me, and a smile creeps across my face. My little Emilia tried so hard to run away from her own life, but that’s the thing about destiny: eventually, all roads will lead you back to the path you’re meant for. And I’ve been waiting for her to stumble back onto hers for a long time now.

      As I sit quietly and wait for her to arrive, I realize my first instincts all of those years ago were right.

      I hate her.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER 2

          

          
            EMILIA

          

        

      

    

    
      I remember riding this same train into work with my dad for Take Your Kid to Work Day. That must have been over fifteen years ago. It’s like a whole lifetime has passed since then.

      Nothing looks the same now. Everything has changed. It’s darker, and, although it’s raining, that has nothing to do with the Chicago weather.

      The happy little girl who made lunch beside her dad in the morning and sat on his lap on the train, looking out at the lively city as we rushed through it, is gone. I see everything differently—or maybe it’s more clearly. I guess that’s what happens when we grow up.

      Everything looks gray now. It’s almost as if the rain is washing away the vibrancy and exposing this city for what it really is. Or it could be because I hate this place now.

      When I left for school five years ago, I vowed never to return.

      And look at me, returning.

      And on top of that, I need to face my demons. One in particular. In about ten minutes, I’ll be in a room with the one person I never wanted to see again.

      Joshua Darkly, my dad’s protégé and, once, a long time ago, my stepbrother. I thank everything that ended quickly.

      Dad’s second wife wasn’t a kind person when my dad was absent, barking orders at staff and putting me down. Every time I tried to talk to my father about, I was met with the same speech about giving our new family a chance and learning to be a part of a larger team. It was never about me not accepting them, but he wouldn’t listen because she played the respectable adult and loving wife so well. That woman should have been an actress.

      Then, within one year, the cheating started. With one of dad’s business buddies, a real slimy guy.

      I walked in on them one night, and she tried to explain it away. Then she backpedaled and told me it was a one-time thing and blamed my father for working so hard. She was always the victim, even when she’d been caught holding the metaphorical knife.

      When I refused to listen to her sad excuses, she dropped all pretense and threatened me. She said she could destroy Dad’s real estate empire and take all of his money if she wanted to. I didn’t know any better at the time, so I stayed quiet.

      When Dad finally caught wind of her affair, she took him to the cleaners anyway. His business suffered a huge setback, and he had to lay off a lot of his employees just to stay afloat and start rebuilding.

      She was finally gone, and that was a silver lining, but I couldn’t get rid of Joshua. My dad had a soft spot for him. He hired him as an intern right out of high school, and he slowly weaseled his way in and up the ladder to eventually work directly under my dad.

      But that changes today.

      Looking out the window once more, I remember the smell of my dad’s cologne. It was never overpowering; I only caught it in fleeting moments, and now I’ll never catch it again.

      The news of his heart attack crushed me; dead at fifty-three. I always thought we had more time. I was always going to make amends and make up for everything.

      There was supposed to be more time.

      Now, all of my father’s accounts have been frozen. I should have opened my own account when I got my first job, then my second, but I just never had time. Between work and school and trying to go out with friends, I never stopped moving.

      Now I’m paying for it. Actually, I’m not. My funds have all been frozen. I’m not paying for anything. I sourly huff to myself at the ridiculous thought.

      I’ve been self-sufficient for years. Dad set up a little trust fund for me to help me out, but I barely touched it after my second year of college. For once, I wanted to do something for myself. I didn’t want to be owned by anyone. So I picked up a job at the university library, then another one at a club just off campus. My grades are a little lower than I’d like, but I’m not going to fail.

      However, once the banks are notified of a death, everything gets frozen, even my own money I put into the account. I learned that the hard way.

      It doesn’t matter now. Once the will is sorted, I’ll take control of Dad’s real estate company. I’m confident I can convince the board to hire a new lead manager to carry on the company the way my father would have wanted.

      And I’ll get everything started right after I fire Mr. Darkly.

      He will be the only casualty in this.

      I’ve wanted to do this for years.

      He’s been as horrible as his junkie mother. He’s no different, and Dad was too good of a human being to notice that Joshua is just as much of a leech as she was.

      I fell for all of it once. Never again. I tried to be a good stepsister. I tried to include him when I found out he was joining our family, but he did everything he could to ignore me.

      Every good deed was met with disappointment. Then he turned his back on me in his senior year of high school, when I needed him the most, and I was done.

      He would never look out for me like I’d always imagined a big brother would. He had his heart set on hating me.

      Every chance he could, he pushed his way into my dad’s business. I had planned to go to school here and work my way up to learn all about the business my father built. But every time I was around, Joshua made everything difficult.

      His snide remarks, his speaking down to me. And it didn’t help that Dad looked at it like a sibling rivalry.

      Joshua was not my sibling.

      Whenever he was around, I could do nothing right, and he could do nothing wrong.

      In my senior year, I applied to the farthest university I could find, and as soon as I graduated, I was gone. I came home during my first year to visit for the holidays, excited to see my father and spend some time alone together. To my own surprise, Joshua had been invited into our house to celebrate like he was still family.

      He was never my family.

      After that disaster, I made excuses and never visited during Christmas again. Year after year, I spent the holidays alone, trying to build up the strength to return, but I was never strong enough.

      And now I regret everything I missed out on.

      All because of Joshua Darkly.

      I can’t wait to fire him today.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER 3

          

          
            JOSHUA

          

        

      

    

    
      “How many minutes late is she now?” My impatience is boiling.

      I’ve always been able to maintain my composure, but there’s something about Emilia that makes me want to snap. She hasn’t stepped one foot into the room yet, and already I feel the cracks threatening to break.

      “T-ten minutes, s-sir,” my newest assistant stammers, and I roll my eyes. I need more backbone in here. These fresh-out-of-school kids haven’t had enough life experience to be working in such a high-stress job.

      I know the reputation I’ve built for myself around here: I demand everyone’s best. For some, it is too much to handle. Such is the case for the newest member of my administration team here. I’ll have to talk to my secretary about finding her something lower down. I can’t have her getting all emotional in some of our more difficult meetings.

      Just as I’m about to apologize to the lawyers for the late start, my secretary pops her head in. “Just heard from security. She’s checked in and is on her way up.”

      At this information, the men in the room shift in their seats, and my stomach tenses. The anxious feeling settling into my gut is new for me. I embrace control, and I’ve always been able to restrain my emotions—except when she is present. What is it that decimates my self-discipline around her?

      Her.

      Emilia Connor, my old stepsister. How she is Adam’s daughter, I will never know.

      Adam was always hardworking and fair, but not her.

      Emilia has done nothing but live off of her daddy’s money. The last I heard, her grades are dropping, and she’s spending most of her nights at a club with friends, partying it up on Adam’s hard-earned money.

      She’s always hated my mother and me. When the divorce was finalized, my mother told me she barely got a dime because of Emilia, who went running to her dad with lies about infidelities. I’ve been sending my mother money to help her out now that she’s on her own. It doesn’t matter; I can more than afford to support her now.

      And Emilia didn’t stop there. She went out of her way to punish Adam, skipping holidays and always providing the weakest excuses.

      I’ve never understood how easily she took her privilege for granted. I never fit in with the rich kids, even when I became one myself. I found my friends among the boys whose parents worked for my stepdad.

      After the divorce, Emilia’s true colors came out. Her disdain for me cut into me every time I saw her. I didn’t deserve it.

      I never asked to be added to her family, and I never asked to be removed from it.

      I worked hard to get good grades through school, and I even managed to pick up a scholarship to a local college. As I studied, I worked at Connor Realty and learned about everything from the mailroom to where I’m sitting now: in my own office, one step under Adam.

      Adam was my mentor. Even after the divorce, he still took me under his wing and helped me learn everything I needed to know. He offered the same to Emilia, but she shunned him.

      Instead, she punished him by moving to the opposite side of the country. She was all too happy to take his money, and she gave nothing back to him.

      Her whole life, she’s been nothing but a spoiled brat. Adam was too kind to her, and it is going to stop now.

      Now she’s stepping into a world I control.

      She doesn’t realize it yet, but when she left for college, she also left unfinished business with me behind, and I’ve waited patiently to see her again.

      As my office door slowly opens a second time, a surge of satisfaction builds in my chest.

      She’s never treated me as family, and that is just fine by me. She’s been running up a tab with me since that school assembly, and it’s time to pay up.

      Now I know something she doesn’t, and I can’t wait to put her where she belongs.
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            EMILIA

          

        

      

    

    
      “GET OUT OF HIS CHAIR!” My words burst out before I can control myself, and I take brief satisfaction in watching Joshua’s face fall as everyone around my father’s desk jolts in their seats.

      No one speaks to Joshua Darkly like this, and the look on his face confirms it.

      How could I ever expect he would give my father the respect he deserves? He hasn’t even been buried yet, and Joshua is already sitting at his desk, in his chair.

      “Ms. Connor. So good of you to join us—fifteen minutes late, as usual.” The men around the desk stand as Joshua tries to keep his voice steady, but a quick glance at his clenched fists tells me I’ve already begun to provoke him.

      Good. I’m just getting started.

      “What are you doing in his chair?” I control my anger and demand again.

      “I’ll take it by your tone, Ms. Connor, you did not see the name on the office door when you walked in. This is my office now. We expanded into the floor above us, and Adam took a bigger office upstairs. He gave me his old space so I could be closer to the teams I manage. You would know this if you had kept in touch with your father.” As his last words come out, I feel sick to my stomach and drop my eyes to the ground.

      I spoke with my father every couple of weeks on the phone, but I always asked that he not talk about work or talk about me with Joshua. I knew who my dad was dating. We talked about his brother and sisters and about my cousins. I kept conversations about me light and vague. I talked about what I was learning. I told him I had a job at the library, but I didn’t tell him I was working at the bar. I didn’t want him to worry about me. We just didn’t talk about work or anything involving Joshua.

      But this comment is a new low, even for him, and as I look back up I see the realization on his face. He knows he went too far.

      Before he can save face and once again look like the calm, reasonable person he has always tried to project, I cut him off. “I see you’re the same as always. Let’s get this over with. Gentlemen, which one of you reads the will?”

      My patience is wearing thin. There is nothing left here for me. I want to be done with this and on a plane home by the end of the week so I can process everything and grieve in peace.

      “That would be me, Ms. Connor. I’m Mr. Mathers. I’m so sorry for your loss. Your father was a great man.” I reach out, shake his hand, and nod my head in thanks, then I move to sit at a table off to the side.

      Folding my jacket across my lap, I look up to see a meek assistant coming my way. This seems like Joshua’s type: agreeable, quiet, and feeble.

      “Can I get you something to drink?” Her voice is barely above a whisper. On closer inspection, the poor creature looks like she wants to be in this room less than I do, and I offer her a smile.

      “Just a glass of water. Thank you.” The men look at me, and I drop my expression into indifference and nod for them to continue.

      Mr. Mathers starts with some kind words about my dad, and the other men in the room all nod knowingly. He was a great guy, and judging by the smiles of the men, they were all his friends—all except for one.

      When he moves into the legal jargon, I struggle to listen. At times, I fight to keep my tears down. I sat at this table as a child, coloring while my father worked, and I almost expect him to walk through the door. My memories collide with Mr. Mathers’s words, and I snap back to the conversation as he reads one particular section of the will, and Joshua’s eyes shoot in my direction.

      “What?” I instantly feel sick. “What does that mean?”

      As I ask the question, Joshua doesn’t move. He doesn’t offer an answer. Instead, he sits still and waits for his attorney to explain it to me. As he stares me down, my heart beats hard into my throat.

      “It means that Joshua Darkly is the sole owner of Connor Realty for the period of one year. Once you have successfully completed a mentorship program under him, you may take over half of the company as a partner. During this—probationary—time, you will be granted an allowance, which will be managed by Mr. Darkly.” Mr. Mathers lets his words linger and waits, a little paler than before, for my response.

      There is silence as I process the words of my dad’s will. As that silence continues, I notice the men becoming a little less confident—all except for one.

      Joshua hasn’t moved. The air between us is becoming heavier by the second. He knew this was in the will. He probably suggested it.

      “This is ridiculous. I’m in school. I can’t be mentored here—with him.” I can’t even look at Joshua now. I just jab my finger in his direction as I continue to talk to the lawyer, and he shifts his stare between me and Joshua, hoping he’ll back him up.

      And he does.

      “On the contrary, Ms. Connor. You can, and you will if you wish to see any part of your father’s business in your inexperienced little hands.” Joshua’s condescending tone carves into my brain, and my hands shake uncontrollably. I clasp them tight under my jacket as he continues. “Besides, I’ve taken the liberty to contact your school. Your grades will be transferred to the university here. They have all of the same classes you were enrolled in. It makes one wonder why you went all the way across the country to go to school.”

      My body seizes at his suggestion, then I jump up to speak.

      “You can’t do this. This is my dad’s business. You can’t control my life. I’m not a child. Let’s just settle the business then. He buys me out, and no one will ever hear from me again. He can’t control me.” Tears threaten to flow down my face, but I breathe my panic away.

      “I’m sorry, Ms. Connor,” the attorney cuts in. “Your father’s will stipulates that nothing can be done with the company for the period of one year, until you finish your mentorship and Mr. Darkly signs off on completion.”

      “HIM? What if I don’t agree to it?” There has to be something in here that will set me free from this nightmare sitting at my father’s old desk.

      “You are well within your rights to forfeit your part of his estate, but this is ironclad. Relinquishing this requirement will mean giving up everything, including your school tuition and any monies in your trust fund. When the year is over, if you have not completed what your father asked, everything will be turned over to Mr. Darkly.” Mr. Mathers drops the will onto the desk, then looks at me directly. “Emilia, you meant the world to Adam. I trust this was written with your best interest at heart. He has faith, as do we all, that this is merely a small hurdle for you.”

      All eyes are on me as I glance around to each person. My fate has been handed over to the man who took my dad away from me. I won’t be returning home, to my school, to my friends.

      I’m to remain here, in the hell I tried so hard to leave, and holding the keys to my cage is the devil himself.
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      “Gentlemen, thank you. I’d like to speak to Ms. Connor alone to discuss a few things.” I stand while buttoning my jacket and reach across the table to shake each hand with a nod.

      The reading went as well as I had hoped, but for some reason I don’t feel as much satisfaction as I thought I would.

      As the men file out of the room, I catch my soon-to-be old assistant’s attention.

      “Have my secretary reschedule the rest of this afternoon.” What’s-her-name nods and quickly scurries out behind our lawyers.

      I need to get more initiative in here. People who walk with purpose and demand respect when they speak.

      People like Emilia.

      The thought surprises me as I turn to watch her. Standing without a sound, she turns and walks to the full-length window. She carries herself with both strength and grace. I see it even now, when she’s down and we’re ready to tear each other apart.

      Just watching how she made the lawyers nervous ignited a spark in me. I don’t get to see much of that around here.

      As she gazes out over the city, I take the pause to steal a look at her. She’s just as stunningly fierce as she was the day she left for college. Everything about her falls into place. Her hair is slightly tousled, but it looks like it was styled that way.

      The curve of her hips catches me off guard. Her body is firm under her fitted skirt, and my body reacts at the sight of her. Her hair is darker, and she is no longer wearing her glasses, so she either had surgery or is wearing contacts. She’s grown a lot in four years, and⁠—

      “I bet you’re really enjoying this.” Her words pull me out of my thoughts.

      “Pardon?” I’m not sure if I heard her right since she’s still facing the window.

      Slowly, she turns on her heels. Her indifferent face is now red, and tears threaten to roll down her face. Instantly, I’m thrown back into our present situation.

      “You. You’re just like your mother. How is that piece of trash these days?”

      I know she’s backed into a corner. She has no way out of this, and she knows it. All of her accounts were shared with her father. They are all in my control now, and there is nothing she can do about it but lash out.

      She’s under my control now. The thought punches me in the chest.

      “Apologize.” My words growl out of me before I realize where I’m going with this.

      “What?” A tear rolls down her cheek, and I watch her hand begin to tremble. I can sense her anxiety from here. This is a side of her I’ve never seen, and it sparks a protective nerve in me.

      But I’m not ready to entertain that yet.

      “You heard me, Emilia. I won’t tolerate any rude behavior from you.” I stand my ground, waiting for her challenge.

      I know it’s coming. Something deep inside of me has been waiting for this for years, and I’m eager to begin.

      “Or what? You’ll take me away from my friends? Oh wait.” She huffs out her resentment and lets it hang around us, and a pang of exhilaration builds inside of me.

      There’s a lot of suppressed anger in her we need to deal with.

      “Oh, Emilia. I’m just getting started.” I sneer back at her as I continue, “One can read that will many ways. But in the end, you need me to sign off, or you get nothing. I was going to set you up with a room on campus, but I’ve changed my mind. I’ll meet with your new instructors this week to discuss your curriculum. You will live in your father’s home with me.” As I continue, the cracks on her solemn face begin to widen. “In addition to your studies, which you will excel at, you will learn the company. Since I’ll be handling both my workload and your father’s responsibilities, you’ll be learning everything along with me—as my new assistant.” My words shock me as much as they do her.

      I probably should have thought this through, but something about her makes me react.

      I need to control myself better.

      Watching her world crumble around her is giving me a twisted pleasure I’ve never felt before. My little Emilia was on the wrong path. Although she doesn’t see it right now, these new rules will be the best thing for her, and pushing her beyond her limits is lighting me up from the inside out.

      “And, Ms. Connor, I’ll remind you that, while you will receive an allowance, it is at my discretion as to how much you will get. Keep this in mind as you ponder what your next words will be.” I’m not above forcing her hand now.

      She will fall in line because I hold this over her. But I’ll work on her. I’ll tear down her hate for my mother and me. We’ll deal with her anger, and I’ll uncover everything she tries so hard to hide from the world. Then I’ll guide her. I’ll teach her, and then she’ll fall in line because she needs to. Eventually, she’ll surrender because it will bring her joy.

      I will provide her joy.

      Again my thoughts surprise me. I expect everyone’s best, but I’ve never wanted to take responsibility over anyone as much as I want to with Emilia right now. My need to take complete control with her is something I need to process.

      “I…” Her soft voice startles me. I failed to notice she’s turned back to the window. She’s speaking over her shoulder, but she won’t look me in the eye. “I apologize. Saying that out loud was rude.”

      I’ll take it, for now.

      “Thank you. Gather your belongings. I’m taking you home.” The day has suddenly drained me, and I want to remove Emilia from the office to try to settle her mind. This unexpected turn of events is beginning to consume her, and I’d rather we be away from the office in case of any more outbursts.

      “It’s not my home anymore,” she mutters under her breath as she folds her jacket over her arms and walks out of my office in front of me.

      I stop briefly to schedule a phone call with my secretary for the end of the day. We’ll need to discuss replacing that assistant with Emilia. As I finish telling her I’ll be unreachable until then, an excited voice catches my attention.

      “Emi? Is that you? Girl, it’s been forever!” I recognize the perky voice as one of the women on our sales team, and I glance to Emilia as her face relaxes a little.

      “Rosie? Wow. It’s been forever.” Her friend isn’t slowing down, so Emilia opens her arms for a hug.

      “I’m so, so sorry about your dad, Ems.”

      “Thank you.” My heart tightens as I watch her face fall again.

      I cut in. “Rosalyn, Ms. Connor and I were just leaving for the day. She’ll be back next week. You can show her around then.” It’s not a question. She understands further conversation isn’t welcome right now.

      “Yes, I’d love to. I’ll find you—on Monday?” I meet her response with a nod and place my hand on the small of Emilia’s back to lead her out.

      As I make contact, her back straightens. Looking down to make sure she’s all right, I notice her breathing has become deeper, more labored, and I’m suddenly left wondering if she feels some of the things I’ll be thinking about later.

      For now, the only thing I want is to have her settled into the house with me. Once I have her there, we’ll discuss her rules and my expectations.
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      As the driver turns into my old neighborhood, I sense Joshua’s eyes on me, although I can’t bring myself to look directly at him. Neither of us has said a word since we left the office.

      The details of the last hour are beginning to overwhelm me, and my arms rest heavily in my lap, numb with helplessness.

      With each landmark we passed, my heart dropped a little more. Our old high school was a difficult building to drive by. To an outsider, I’m sure it seemed like I had it easy there, and I did for a time. But then Joshua came, and he and his mother ruined everything.

      I lost so much of myself because of them.

      I was supposed to be putting all of this behind me. I was supposed to be freeing myself from the shackles that held me here and suffocated me.

      But I’m not. Instead, I’m doing a one-year sentence. I’m twenty-three years old, and I’m Joshua’s ward.

      Maybe I should have come clean and told my father everything. Maybe things would be different. I had always planned to tell him when I felt stronger. Now I’ll never get the chance.

      And after everything, he believed the lies Joshua filled his head with. He believed I was too irresponsible to take over his company. He thought I was a spoiled little rich girl.

      The thought punches me in the stomach, and I fail to notice we are parked in front of my old house and Joshua has already stepped out of the car.

      I suddenly feel ill. I’m not prepared to walk through those doors and not see my dad. Tears well up in my eyes, and my hands begin to shake.

      Not now. Just wait a little longer until you’re alone, I tell myself.

      I don’t want Joshua to see he is winning all over again, but it’s too late.

      My grief hits me hard. As I try to push it back down, Joshua impatiently leans into the car.

      “Don’t make me carry you out of⁠—”

      Before he can enjoy my pain, I turn my head away and cut him off. “Just give me a minute. Please,” I choke on my plea, and at least he has the sense to stand up and wait for me.

      I take the time to glance out over the yard. It’s just as I remember it, and I wonder if the old tree fort I built with my dad is still out back.

      The day is beginning to take its toll. I’m getting tired. I tell myself I’ll simply get into the house and go to sleep early. I’ll feel better in the morning, and I’ll try to figure something out then.

      As we walk through the front doors, I’m instantly regretting the trust I placed in my surroundings. I trusted I had time, and I trusted I would have the money I made. I shouldn’t have tried to pay my trust fund back these last few years. I should have opened my own account and saved my own money instead. But I wanted to show my dad I could do it.

      Now none of it matters. If I don’t do what Joshua requires, I have no money, no home, and my education stops immediately.

      When we enter the foyer, Joshua places his hand on my lower back a second time. I wasn’t ready for this contact either, and I freeze. My nerves are eating me up from the inside out. His touch is affecting me, and I don’t know why.

      I take a large step away from him, forcing him to drop his hand, and when I turn to look at him, he’s staring at me again.

      “I’m tired. I think I’d like to skip dinner and go to sleep.” I’ve lost my fight for the night, and I don’t want to lose any more privileges today.

      “When did you last eat, Emilia?” My name sounds odd coming from his lips, and although his voice is stern his face shows concern. It catches me off guard.

      “Just before I got to the office. That’s why I was late,” I lie. I haven’t eaten yet today, but I’m not about to sit down to dinner with him like we are a big, happy family. I have no family here.

      “Very well. I’ll ask the cook to bring a light meal to your room later. Come.” Without checking to see if I’m following, he leads me up the stairs of my own father’s house, and a spark of anger flickers inside of me. This isn’t his home; he can’t lead me through it.

      When we reach the top of the stairs, he walks past the spare bedrooms, then stops in front of my old room. My words are out before I can control myself.

      “Let me guess, you’ve taken my father’s room.” I know it wasn’t called for. But I feel like I have nothing left, and I need to get a reaction out of him. I want him to feel the anger I feel.

      Dropping his cool facade, he steps into me. I can’t help the gasp of breath I take as I back into the closed door behind me, and he doesn’t stop.

      When he’s flush against my front he lifts his forearm, bracing it on the wall beside my head, and my stomach tightens.

      I don’t know what he’s going to do.

      I gather the courage to look up at him, towering over me, and that’s when I see something in his eyes—a confidence, maybe. A primal confidence as his lips twitch at the corners, and as he leans into me more, I feel like I’m shrinking.

      “No, Emilia.” The way he says my name is thick, almost hypnotizing, and I hold my breath, waiting for him to continue. “I’ve taken the second master. I’m down the hall from you.”

      I swallow hard as I glance down the hall, and my brain starts to imagine what his room must look like.

      What am I doing?

      My body begins to tremble. I need to move away from him and be by myself. Grabbing the handle behind me, I let the door fall open as I step into my old room.

      The blood drains from my face as I look around what was once my room. It’s exactly the same as I left it. Nothing has changed; nothing was taken away.

      “I can’t stay in here,” I blurt out. My panic is doing the talking for me.

      I was sure my dad would have changed this room after I left, but he didn’t. Everything is the same. My bedspread, teddy bears, even my dresser and little vanity. This is a teenager’s room, and it holds so many bad memories for me.

      “Making demands already? We’re just getting started.” His tone is laced with frustration, and I don’t deserve any of it.

      “I’ll stay in one of the other rooms,” I offer as I try to step into the hall, but Joshua doesn’t move to let me pass.

      “You’ll stay in this room tonight. None of the other rooms are made up. So you’ll sleep in here….” He closes the distance between us in one step as he lowers his voice. “Or you’ll sleep with me.”

      I step back at his suggestion.

      Concern claws through my conscience. I’m not worried about his comment though—I’m troubled by my body’s reaction to it.

      I’m too close to everything right now.

      As if catching himself, Joshua takes a half step back and changes his tone. “My apologies, Emilia. I will see about making up another room for the night. I skipped lunch for our meeting, and I’m hungry. I’m going to eat some dinner. I’ll be back up to see you later.” He offers me a nod, then steps out of my room and closes the door behind him, shutting me in like I’m a child.

      I’m left with my defiance, and it settles into me. Joshua Darkly is not my owner, and I am not a child. I won’t stay here in my room, waiting for him to check in on me.

      I’ve worked too damn hard to separate myself from that little girl to just welcome her back.

      Grabbing my phone, I open my Facebook app. I haven’t been on this thing in forever. Scanning through my old friends list, I click on the name I’m looking for and send off a message.

      
        
          
            
              
        Hey, it was so good to see you at the office today. Are you around for some catching up?

      

      

      

      

      

      I place the phone on the bed and open my bag to look for some more comfortable clothes. I haven’t gotten the first item out when my phone pings a response:

      
        
          
            
              
        Rosie

      

      
        I was just telling Vicky and Marta you were back. We’re having drinks at The Hole. Why don’t you come down? We’ll be here all night. We missed you.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        I’ll be there in 20. I’m calling a car.

      

      

      

      

      

      I still have a couple hundred dollars left to my name, and I’m going to enjoy myself on it.

      Trading my stuffy office outfit in for a pair of jeans and a low-cut top, I skip into the bathroom to fix my makeup, then make my way out and down the hall, careful to avoid any staff or Joshua himself.

      I’m not the same girl who left here five years ago. I’ve grown up, and I refuse to be treated like a charge.

      Tomorrow, I’ll begin my year, and I’ll make Joshua regret every second of it.

      But not tonight.

      Tonight is mine.
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      When I half suggested Emilia share my room with me tonight, I felt an invisible punch to my gut. Why now, after all of this time and all of her lies and games? Her defiant nature speaks to the part of me I keep well-hidden—a part that really wants to rise to the challenge and rein her in.

      She hasn’t even spent a whole night in this house, and she’s already dictating which room will be hers.

      I almost denied her request, but there was something about her expression when she asked for a different room. It was unsettling, and I can’t put my finger on why. I will allow her this one thing, but this is where it ends.

      Tomorrow we’ll have a discussion about rules, and she will obey them. I don’t care if she likes them. She will live by them for the next year, and she will quickly learn who makes the decisions around here, or she will face the consequences.

      That doesn’t answer the lingering questions I have for myself though.

      I react to her; I always have. But why?

      She lit me up like napalm when she challenged me in my office, and she softened my frustration when I saw her tears in front of her father’s old house. My entire body is on alert around her, my emotions swing like a pendulum in her presence.

      And now she’s up in her room, and I’m down here eating by myself. In the silence of the dining room, I suddenly become aware of my heart. It’s beating a little too fast.

      This is what she does to me. She pushes and she challenges, and one day someone is going to push back.

      That day is today, and that someone is me, I think to myself as I chew on my rice.

      A throat clears beside me.

      “How is she settling in?” Ms. Billings asks as she refills my water.

      “Sylvia, I told you I can get my own water. Thank you,” I softly remind Adam’s housekeeper.

      “Oh, I know. I don’t mind. There isn’t too much left to do tonight,” she answers as she places the pitcher on the table.

      I smile. Sylvia has worked for the Connors for as long as I’ve been here. This place is as much hers as it is mine.

      “Why don’t you join me? There’s too much food here for just me.” I smile, and she considers my words as she shuffles in place. I continue, “I know you used to join Adam for dinner some nights. I’d like to continue that. Please?” I finish, pointing to Emilia’s unused plate and cutlery.

      She takes another second, then she smiles and nods as she pulls out the chair and reaches across the table for the spoon to serve herself.

      “How is Emilia? I haven’t had a chance to see her yet,” she asks cautiously.

      “Lively as ever,” I answer.

      Sylvia has seen our past. She knows we have a rocky history, and she has always been neutral territory. She’s like a mother to Emilia, and she has always been very kind to me, even after the divorce.

      Then I remember Emilia’s room.

      “Oh, Sylvia. Before you go tonight, can you take a small meal up to Emilia, then make up the spare room beside mine?” I ask.

      Sylvia’s expression is curious. Her mouth is open, and it looks as though she’s trying to form a thought so I ask, “What’s wrong?”

      “Well, it’s just that I can’t take Emilia a meal because she isn’t here,” she responds. I’m momentarily confused and wondering if she’s beginning to lose her mind.

      “Of course she is. I just left her in her room,” I answer.

      Sylvia places her fork on her plate. “No, I mean I saw her leave about ten minutes ago. A car picked her up.”

      Blood rushes to my head at her words, and I try to keep a composed expression on my face. “Did she say where she was going?” I ask evenly as I look down to cut a piece of chicken.

      “Oh, I didn’t speak to her. I saw her through the kitchen window.” She pauses and looks at her plate for a moment, then continues, “Maybe I’ll go make up that spare room right now.”

      “No. Leave it. It’s getting late. She’ll sleep in her own bedroom tonight. If you’ll excuse me, I have some things I need to take care of.” I rise, and Sylvia stands with me.

      I quickly thank her for the lovely meal then waste no time making my way to Emilia’s bedroom. Almost everything is exactly where it was—except the skirt and top she wore earlier, which are lying on the bed.

      Great. She changed, and I don’t even know what she’s wearing.

      Glancing into the top of her bag, I’m confident she hasn’t decided to fly anywhere. She left most of her personal belongings.

      Although I didn’t explicitly say to stay in the house, I know she knows it was implied, and she’s chosen to disobey me.

      My skin suddenly feels too tight for my body, and I stretch the muscles in my shoulders.

      She has no idea who she is up against now.

      I will find her and bring her home if I have to physically drag her back here myself.

      If she had just done as I expected, she’d be getting settled into a new room and we would be off to an acceptable start. Now she’s going to have to earn my trust and work for her rewards.

      I won’t let her walk all over me the way she did with Adam.

      Her free ride is going to crash and burn tonight.

      There are easy ways to learn lessons, and there are hard ways.

      My heart pounds in delight that Emilia has chosen the hard way.
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      I know I wasn’t supposed to leave the house tonight, but as each drink went down, I cared less and less.

      I missed my friends, and seeing Rosie, Vicky, and Marta tonight reminded me how much. After all of the hugs and group selfies died down, it felt as though no time had passed between us.

      I’ve also always wanted to see the inside of The Hole. When I left for college, I was too young to get in.

      So much has changed.

      Looking around the bar, I recognize some old friends of Joshua’s off in a corner. They’re getting louder and louder as the night goes on, and I slump a little more in my seat, hoping no one recognizes me—one of them in particular.

      “So when do you leave?” Marta’s question startles me out of my spying as she plunks a round of creamy shots down on the table.

      “Well, that’s the thing; I don’t,” I answer to smiles around the table.

      Rosie takes her shot and pauses for a minute. I know what she’s thinking.

      She was my closest friend all through high school. I told her everything. She knows why I left, and that knowledge is written all over her face. She’s the only one who knows my secrets.

      “Not that I’m complaining, but why are you staying, Ems? I mean, don’t you have school?” As Rosie asks her question, her eyes widen. I know this isn’t what she wants to ask, but our friends don’t know my whole story.

      “I’m transferring here for my last year. I’m going to stick around and learn the company. Dad would have wanted that.” Vicky and Marta nod in solemn understanding, and I flash Rosie a quick wink. I’ll tell her everything later.

      “Okay, bathroom?” I stand, and suddenly the last two hours of drinks catch up to me. I'm wobbly on my feet.

      I rarely drank at school. I took the job at the club to make more money, so I could pay my trust fund back faster and see my friends on the weekends. I thought I was killing two birds with one stone.

      All hands point toward the back of the bar, and I glance over to the group in the back corner. Everyone seems preoccupied, and I nod to the table as I work my way toward the bathroom.

      A couple of faces look familiar, but for the most part I’m a stranger in this place now. I prefer it this way.

      With only two women in line in front of me, I pull out my phone. My stomach knots as I scroll down my lock screen. I have a text from my roommate, one missed call from Kyle, along with a text saying good night—and a long list of missed calls and texts from Joshua.

      Shit.

      My stomach heaves at the thought of tomorrow. I haven’t even been here one day, and he’s already controlling me.

      As I jam the phone back into my pocket, a stall opens up, and I step in quickly. I suddenly feel a small tinge of guilt. Not because I missed Kyle’s call, but because I missed Joshua’s.

      Stepping to the sink, I wash my hands and take a look at myself in the mirror.

      I’m definitely tipsy. My face is relaxed, and my hair has flattened a bit, but I don’t care.

      A rumble in my stomach reminds me I haven’t eaten since yesterday.

      Double shit.

      This is easily fixable. I reach into my purse to double-check how much money I have left, and it’s enough for some food for the table.

      I’m walking toward the bar when a body steps in front of me, blocking my path.

      “Oh, I’m sorry,” I mumble. Without looking up, I move to the side to let them pass, but they move with me, blocking my way again.

      As I look up, my heart suddenly becomes heavy.

      “I heard you were back in town, Emilia.” Sean’s slimy voice slithers straight into my stomach, where all I have is two hours’ worth of shots and drinks.

      “Excuse me.” I firm my voice and straighten my back, trying to make myself look taller than I am. I take another step to the side, only to blocked by him a third time.

      “What? No smiles for your old school buddy?” As he speaks, he leans closer, placing a hand on my arm. The smell of whiskey and beer on his breath doesn’t mix well with what I’ve had to drink, and I swallow my disgust.

      “We were never buddies,” I answer, brushing his hand off. I take a step backward to put some air between us, but he doesn’t allow me the distance. He steps into me, and the room begins to spin from lack of oxygen.

      “Well, word has it you are working with us now, so we’re going to be buddies. Real close buddies, Feelya.” I swallow hard at the nickname some of the boys gave me in high school.

      Feelya Emilia.

      Triple shit.

      As if my next year couldn’t get any worse.

      “You work for my dad?” How did I not know this? I should have paid more attention to my father’s business.

      “Yeah. Joshua got me the job shortly after you left.” Then I realize my year could actually get worse. “He got all of us jobs. You know, all of your—buddies.” He punctuates his last word with a sneer.

      I know exactly what he’s trying to tell me.

      On Monday morning, I’ll be a little sheep walking into a lion’s den.

      My face heats up. I’m not sure if it’s from the shots or the present company, and I make one last attempt to pull myself away.

      “Hey, Sean. You okay? The guys are waiting for their drinks,” a deep voice says from behind him, and for the first time Sean backs up and gives me my space.

      “Yeah. I just got distracted. Saying hi to an old friend here,” Sean answers, and I glance over his shoulder to see who he is speaking to.

      Noah offers me a nod, and I return it, but I can’t bring myself to smile. Joshua and Noah have been best friends for as long as I’ve known them. He always seemed nice, but I never really got to know him.

      Right now, I just want him to remove this nightmare from my path.

      “Well, come on. I’ll help you carry them.” He pauses, waiting for Sean to go with him, and I’m thankful he isn’t leaving without his friend.

      Sean shoots a revolting sneer at me and turns toward the bar.

      There go my plans to order food.

      When I make my way back to the table, Vicky and Marta are having a conversation, but Rosie’s eyes are locked on me.

      My backside hasn’t even hit the seat before she’s talking. “I didn’t even see him in here.”

      “He was in the back corner. It’s okay.” I grab the bottle of water I ordered at the beginning of the night. I really shouldn’t be drunk for this.

      “Do you want to leave? We can go somewhere else,” Rosie offers and everyone at the table perks up.

      “Sure. I haven’t eaten yet today, so maybe we can go for food?” I offer, and everyone nods in agreement.

      As we stand, someone taps my shoulder.

      “Hey, Emilia. I’m not sure if you remember me. I was wondering if you’d like to dance. Just one song?” Noah offers me a smile, and I look at the girls, who have already sat back down to wait for me.

      “Um, sure. Thank you, Noah,” I answer.

      He smiles at his name. “You do remember.” His blue eyes light up as he holds out his hand, and I take it, allowing him to lead me to the dance floor.

      As we make our way through the couples swaying slowly to the music, I catch sight of Sean out of the corner of my eye, standing with his group. His eyes are locked on me, and a cold shiver shoots up my spine.

      “It looks like you are celebrating,” I say. Noah looks confused, so I tilt my head toward his group.

      “Oh, it’s a farewell for one of our team members. They’re moving on from Connor Realty.”

      His answer surprises me. “You work there, too?”

      “I was hired on with Joshua right out of high school. I manage a team under him,” he answers, and suddenly I feel out of place.

      Noah always seemed so laid back. He was nice to me, but he works with Sean and his friends, and they work right under Joshua. Come Monday, I won’t be able to trust any of these guys.

      My only ally at Connor Realty is Rosalyn.

      The music dies down, and I step back to say thanks, but his arms tighten around me.

      “How about one more dance?” He smiles down at me. I must look confused, because he keeps talking. “Look, Sean is drunk, and it looks like he’s either going to ask you to dance or harass you again, and I don’t want a fight to break out.”

      I giggle at his suggestion that I could even handle myself in a fight with Sean.

      “I’m not going to fight him,” I reply, realizing this is the first time I’ve smiled in about twenty minutes.

      “I’m not talking about you, Sweets. I’m talking about Joshua.”
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      Shit, shit, shit, shit.

      As Noah says Joshua’s name, I stop dancing and look up to meet his stare, but he’s not looking at me.

      My heart slowly tightens as I follow Noah’s eyes past our table and toward the entrance to the bar.

      Standing at the front door and staring right at me, Joshua’s body is the only thing I see, and I instantly feel a pinch of guilt and a pull in his direction.

      “You asked me to dance to keep me here? For him?” I look at Noah. He has slowed his steps, but he keeps his arms wrapped around me.

      “I think you owe it to yourself to give this year a chance, Emilia.” The serious expression on his face carries a hint of kindness, and I huff out a laugh.

      I’m being treated like a child from all sides now.

      “He told you?” I ask incredulously. How many people at my dad’s work know I’m there under Joshua’s authority for the year?

      “Joshua is my closest friend, and I work alongside him now. I’m the only one he confided in. No one else knows about your…situation. It’s not what you think. He would never⁠—”

      I cut him off. I don’t have the patience for anyone else telling me what is best for me tonight. “It’s exactly what I think it is.” I attempt to step back, but he spins us in a half circle and doubles down on his grip.

      “Trust me, Emilia. There are hills worth dying on; this is not one of them. Make this easy on yourself and leave with Joshua.” He lowers his voice and continues, “You know he won’t offer you any other option, right?” His words linger between us, and my fight drains out of me.

      Noah is right. I can leave quietly with Joshua, or I can cause any number of scenes—and all of them will end in me leaving with Joshua.

      I’ve had too many drinks, and I’m wobbly on my feet. Come Monday, the rumor of my drunken rampage would be going around the office before I even started my shift, and I don’t want this version of me to be the one everyone is talking about.

      I won’t do that to my father.

      There’s something primal in Noah’s words. He’s made me feel like property, like I’m being collected, and for a brief moment, I’m at peace with the sensation, which worries me.

      Sucking in a deep breath, I release my grip on Noah’s arms and sigh out a reluctant, “Fine.”

      Looking in Joshua’s direction, Noah nods once, then loosens his hold on me. He thanks me for the dance as he leads me back to my friends.

      Before they stand, I flash them a big smile and stifle our plans. “Hey, guys. I need to get going. I’m suddenly really tired from the day. Here.” I fish the last bills out of my pocket and drop them on the table, then I grab my jacket and purse. “Appies are on me this time. Thanks for having me out. Let’s do this again, okay?”

      “Well, at least stay for the food. You said you haven’t eaten since yesterday,” Rosie states, watching me curiously as someone steps behind me.

      I know who it is without looking.

      “Yesterday? You told me you ate earlier today.” Joshua’s deep voice sinks into me as his breath tickles along my neck.

      “Oh, I got confused. It’s been a long day,” I answer feebly. I turn to look at Joshua, and my nerves tingle when our eyes meet.

      He knows I’m lying. It’s written in his intense stare. He sent at least twenty texts, and I chose not to answer a single one.

      Suddenly, regret fills me. I’ve disappointed him. I shouldn’t feel like this. I should be thrilled I was able to get under his skin once more, but I’m not. Instead, I want to be alone in my room, away from his harsh gaze.

      I look back at my friends. Vicky and Marta have already begun to look over the food menu, but Rosie is sitting still, watching Joshua and me. I shrug. “I’ll see you in the office on Monday.” I wave, then I turn and lead the way to the door with Joshua close behind me.

      His car is parked in front of the entrance. He never planned on staying. He only came to collect me.

      Without another word, Joshua opens the passenger door for me. As I settle into my seat, he slams it shut beside me, rattling my nerves.

      I draw in a deep breath as he rounds the front of his sports car, settles into the driver’s seat, and starts the engine.

      As we drive, he leaves me to sit in silence. After a few minutes, my defiance rises. I refuse to let him control the situation.

      “I was just out with friends.” I don’t look at him when I say the words.

      He continues to drive like there is no one else in the car with him.

      My face heats with anger. “I didn’t do anything wrong.”

      More silence.

      My impatience claws away at my composure, and my voice rises with my next words. “I don’t deserve any of this.”

      Joshua slams on the brakes at my declaration, and the seat belt burns a strip into my skin as my body lurches forward.

      I quickly glance around only now aware of my surroundings. I recognize the back roads that lead to my dad’s house, and when I meet Joshua’s glare, I realize it would have been better to enjoy the silence on the drive back.

      “You don’t deserve this? Ha. That’s the funniest thing I’ve heard all
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