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            About This Book

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Persephone Abbot is in my debt. 

        Exactly the way I want it. 

      

        

      
        The sins of the father should not be inherited by the daughter. It’s unfair, I know, but since when has life been fair? 

      

        

      
        The events that brought us here began on Halloween night more than five years ago in that chapel ruin. I saved her that night. Carried her home through the storm that was the omen warning of what would come.

      

        

      
        I didn’t know it then, but I do now. 

      

        

      
        Her father destroyed something precious. Someone innocent. 

      

        

      
        I don’t believe in an eye for an eye. I won’t just balance the scales of justice, I’ll tip them so far in my favor his legacy will topple. 

      

        

      
        I’ll take that which is most precious. His daughter.

      

        

      
        But I’m not the only monster lurking in the dark corners of her world. She’ll sleep in the bed of the beast but I’ll keep her safe. Protect her fiercely. 

      

        

      
        And maybe I'll keep her. 

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Prologue 1

          

          Persephone

        

      

    

    
      I close the bedroom door, muffling the sounds of the party downstairs. My hand still on the doorknob, I tell myself to exhale, to relax, but it doesn’t do any good.

      He’s here.

      He’s come home.

      Why? Why now?

      The beeps and clicks from inside still sound foreign to me. Unfamiliar. Like they don’t belong because they don’t belong.

      I steel my spine and take a deep breath in, preparing to turn around. To face this new reality.

      But there’s something else foreign here tonight. Someone else who doesn’t belong.

      My heart races as I inhale, smell the aftershave.

      No, not foreign.

      Familiar.

      But he doesn’t belong.

      Ice clinks against crystal and I turn. The silvery glow of the moon casts a haunted look over the sick bed. The machinery. But it’s not that I’m looking at now.

      It’s him.

      Sitting in my father’s favorite chair, drinking my father’s favorite whiskey, and that moonlight, the glow is almost eerie on the chiseled, hard lines of his face.

      For a long moment, the only thing I hear is that rhythmic beep, beep, beep. Six months of it, the machines never once breaking their cadence, the sound driving me mad.

      He clears his throat, interrupting that rhythm. Even that, the sound of him clearing his throat, it makes my heart beat faster, raising goosebumps along my bare arms.

      And then he speaks.

      “Persephone.”

      One word. My name. He draws it out, voice gravelly, thick, like he hasn’t spoken in a long time

      I shudder. I haven’t heard his low, rumbling voice in years, and I’ve forgotten what it does to me.

      He’s the only one who calls me by my given name, and it stirs something inside me I wish it didn’t. It has a power I wish it didn’t.

      “Hades,” I say, using the name I’d given him when I’d first met him as a child, back when my head was full of fairy tales and mythology and heroes and gods and happy endings.

      Now, well, now, things are different.

      He chuckles.

      I’m grateful it’s too dark for him to see my face, to see how his presence after all this time affects me.

      “What are you doing here?” I ask, somehow managing a level tone.

      “Waiting for you.”

      Waiting for me. Of course, he is. I knew he would be, didn’t I? From the moment I heard he was back in town.

      I force my legs to move. To walk to the side table where my father kept his collection of liquor—where he keeps the bottles—on top of a mirrored tray. I have to remember to speak in the present tense. He’s still here. He’s not gone.

      I pour myself a vodka, taking my time while I have my back to Hades, the intruder, the unwanted, while I try to check my emotions. I swallow the contents of the glass, savoring the burning sensation as I pour another, listening to liquid spill into crystal. Listening to blood thud against my ears as my heart races.

      Leather creaks and I stiffen.

      He’s up.

      He walks too quietly for me to hear but it doesn’t matter. I don’t have to hear him. I feel him at my back.

      The hair on the nape of my neck stands on end and I wish I had more protection than this dress with its open back offers.

      “Vodka still your drink?”

      Heat radiating off him roots me to the spot before he even touches me. Before the knuckles of one hand brush the exposed vertebrae of my spine leaving goosebumps in their wake.

      I remember the last time he touched me. I wish I didn’t, and I try very hard to push the memory away as my body craves something it can’t have. Something it will never be allowed to have.

      “Time.”

      The word has an energy all its own and it makes me think about Hades and Persephone.

      The abduction of Persephone.

      Hayden closes his mouth around the beating pulse at my throat and I stop breathing.

      My glass slips from my hand. It bounces on the thick carpet, unbroken, splashing vodka against my legs.

      He dips his head closer as I turn mine ever so slightly. I inhale deeply, taking in his scent and for one crushing moment, I close my eyes and I feel him.

      I just feel him.

      He makes a sound, something primordial. And when he moves, the scruff of his jaw brushes my cheek, warm breath tickling my neck.

      I hear his moan before he pulls away and I stagger at the loss of him. I shift my gaze up to his, the green-gold glinting in the moonlight. I force myself to breathe, command myself to be unaffected. I fail at both.

      His gaze hovers at my mouth before returning to my eyes and I feel his body tighten.

      And this is my power. This one thing.

      He wants me as badly as I want him.

      But Hades condemns Persephone. He tricks her and steals her away, carrying her to the underworld, to his Kingdom in Hell.

      That’s what Hayden Montgomery will do to me if I’m not careful.

      And just like that, the spell is broken.

      He knows it too.

      I turn to face him as he steps backward and looks me over. His gaze stops at my left hand and one corner of his mouth curves upward when he returns it to mine.

      “My brother couldn’t keep that pussy happy?” he asks crudely.

      I narrow my eyes, tilt my head to the side and watch him swallow his whiskey.

      “What do you want, Hayden?”

      His eyes darken. “You really want me to answer that?”

      “You can’t be in here.”

      “I’m paying my respects to your father.”

      “Like hell you are. You’re not welcome. Not in this room. Not in this house.”

      “Wasn’t always the case, was it?” His gaze skims over me and he leans forward, trapping me between his massive body and the wall at my back.

      I have to remind myself that he cannot see the pounding of my heart as it tries to beat its way clear out of my chest.

      I have to remind myself that he’s only human.

      A man.

      He is no more Hades, God of the Underworld, than I am Persephone, daughter of Demeter.

      He’s just a man.

      Human.

      The grin that spreads across his face makes me wonder if he’ll prove me wrong as he brings his glass to his mouth and drinks, then sets it down on the mirrored tray beside us. I half-expect him to touch me. To kiss me.

      But he does neither.

      Instead, he walks to the door, places his hand on the doorknob and stops. He turns back to me, eyes narrowed. He looks me over once more and I shudder again.

      “Time.” He repeats it, that one word, and then he’s gone.

      I don’t need to ask what he means. Just like I didn’t need to ask what he wanted. I already know.

      I knew it before either of us walked in here tonight.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Prologue 2

          

          Hayden

        

      

    

    
      The sound of the party below grates on my nerves the moment I’m in the hallway.

      I walk down the stairs, ignoring the curious glances. I’m no stranger here. And I’m sure before I’ve even walked out the door, the gossips will begin spreading their poison.

      Good. Let them. Let my family learn from them that I’m back.

      I glance into the various rooms I pass on my way to the front door noting the furniture still inside the house. How opposite the bare rooms upstairs.

      She’s desperate.

      And I won’t let the opportunity pass me by.

      Because it’s high time the Abbots pay for what they did. Persephone will be sacrificed, but that can’t be helped. It’s fitting, actually. Almost poetic.

      An eye for an eye.

      A girl for a girl.

      I pull the front door open, the gust of icy wind sobering as I step outside.

      I climb down the stone stairs passing the handful of idiots freezing their asses off for a few puffs on a cigarette. I bypass the cars along the circular drive, bypass the paved walkway to the street. Instead, I make my way over damp grass to where our property lines meet. I stop there, glancing at the ruin of the chapel in the distance remembering the last time I saw Persephone Abbot.

      She was sixteen.

      Vodka was her drink then, too.

      I remember carrying her home that night. Bringing her into her bedroom before all hell broke loose over our houses.

      I shake my head, crossing the property line. I look up at what was once the Montgomery estate. Dark vines like long fingers claw almost every inch of what’s left of the once beautiful stone walls as if taking it back into the earth.

      I wish it would take the past with it. Take the ghosts that still haunt the damned place.

      I turn to look back at the Abbot house.

      My house now.

      It will rot, too, the earth swallowing up our sins along with our homes. But not before I’ve had my fill of Persephone Abbot.
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            Persephone

          

        

      

    

    
      Time.

      I shudder as the rumble of his voice echoes in my head, that one word carrying so much weight.

      Time.

      Time for the Abbot family’s reckoning.

      Time for Hayden Montgomery to collect what he thinks he’s owed.

      I still smell him when I inhale and some part of me is greedy to savor that scent before it vanishes, like he just did.

      Here, then gone.

      Like before.

      I’ve known Hayden Montgomery since I was a little girl. I grew up with him next door.

      The bastard son of the Jeremiah Montgomery. Bastard but first-born of a set of twins. Hayden and Ares Montgomery. He always thought that would mean something. That the fact he was first-born carried more weight than it actually did.

      I bend to pick up my glass and set it on the tray. Instead of refilling it, I take the one he left behind. I bring it to my mouth, inhale the scent of whiskey as I put it to my lips. I swallow the last drops and when I do, I swear I feel his mouth on me. Feel his hands on my skin.

      I was ten when I first met him. His sister Nora and I had been playing with my stepmother’s antique doll. I knew we shouldn’t. I’d been punished for it before and you’d think I’d have learned.

      She’d told me the doll was one-of-a-kind. A gift from her mother, a woman I never met.

      I remember the instant it slipped from my hand and I heard the crack as the head hit the pavement and broke in two. I remember sobbing because I knew I’d be in trouble. And in our family, my stepmother was the one to watch out for. My father was—is—the gentlest man I know.

      That rainy morning was when I’d first met Hayden Montgomery. Already back then, he wasn’t welcome at home and when he was there, he was only ever coming or going. Mostly going.

      He’d walked out of his house and stopped when he’d seen Nora and I sitting on the curb trying to fit the two pieces together. He’d crossed our cul-de-sac and come to sit beside us.

      He was a little scary back then. Well, he’s still a little scary. But I’d had this strange fascination for him. The prodigal son. The one who I only ever saw shadows of.

      Neither Nora nor I had had to say a word as he looked down at the doll and I remember studying the yellowing remnants of what I knew even then was a bruise along his jaw.

      “What have you done?” he’d asked.

      “We broke her stepmother’s antique doll,” Nora had whispered.

      “Oh dear.” He’d taken the doll and looked at it.

      “She’s going to kill me,” I’d said, fresh tears forming.

      “She can’t kill you,” Nora had tried to reassure me in that matter-of-fact way of hers that made her sound like an adult even though we were the same age.

      “Nora’s right. A murder on the street would send property values way down. Can’t have that,” Hayden had said.

      Nora had giggled. I hadn’t understood a word. But he’d smiled and the dimple on his cheek had made me smile too.

      “This isn’t too bad. I know someone who can help.”

      “You do?”

      “My brother knows everyone,” Nora had said proudly, her smile beaming. She’d always talked about him like he was some mythical hero.

      “I won’t be able to get it back to you until tonight though,” he’d said.

      “Don’t worry, she won’t be home until late.”

      “All right then.” He’d stood and held out his hand. “I’m Hayden Montgomery by the way. I’d better know your name if we’re to be co-conspirators.”

      “Hayden.” I’d stood too. He was so tall the top of my head came to the middle of his belly, so I’d stepped up onto the curb. “Like Hades.”

      I’d thought myself in love at that moment. I still remember it so vividly.

      He’d just looked confused. But then I’d placed my hand in his and introduced myself. “I’m Persephone Abbot. But everyone calls me Percy.”

      “Ah, I see. Well, I’ll call you Persephone. Now go inside. You’re already soaked through. And Nora you’d better get home. Your mother’s looking for you.”

      “You’ll bring her back?” I’d asked him.

      He’d nodded. “I’ll meet you here at eight o’clock sharp.”

      “Thank you, Hades.”

      I exhale at the memory, put the glass down. “You’re not a little girl anymore,” I remind myself and walk to my father’s bed.

      He’s mostly unchanged, his still-handsome face just a little older. His salt-and-pepper hair more salt than pepper now. I tuck him in and give his hand a squeeze.

      “I love you, dad.” I bend down and kiss his forehead.

      No change. But at least he’s alive.

      I walk out of his bedroom, pausing at the top of the stairs to look down at the party my stepmother is hosting just six months after the accident. With my father up here like he is. With our finances what they’ve become.

      But I guess this is her show of defiance. Her revenge against me because my father left me in charge of the estate. Of Abbot Enterprises. Of everything.

      Not that it matters. There’s nothing left.

      I catch her eye in the foyer down below. Her mouth is moving, she’s talking to one of her nasty friends and even now, she still manages to express her feelings toward me in just that glance.

      She must say something about me because her companion’s gaze shifts up to mine.

      I don’t meet it but turn away, walk down the hall and toward my own bedroom at the opposite end of the corridor. I close the door and stand there, inhaling, smelling that hint of aftershave here too.

      He’d come in here before going to my father’s room. I wonder what he’d done. If he’d opened my drawers, snooped through my things.

      No. That’s not his style.

      He’d pulled the blanket on my bed back and left a package for me on my pillow.

      I go to the bed. I pick up the thick, black envelope with the stack of legal paperwork awaiting my signature, handy sticky notes pointing to where I should sign. Where I’m to put down my name and give up my family’s future, our legacy.

      The words hostile takeover ring in my ears, our attorney’s warning.

      “Fifty-one percent. It’s that or you lose the company.”

      It’s lost if Hayden Montgomery holds controlling shares anyway.

      And it’s not just that.

      I lean my head back against the headboard and look around the almost bare room. Just the bed and an old dresser left in here. Even the nightstand is gone. The lamp looks homeless on the floor.

      Homeless.

      That could be us. If I don’t sign these papers or come up with the money I need to save the house, not to mention the company.

      I set the stack of paperwork aside. The thick, gold-embossed black card slips off the pile and onto my lap. I touch the lettering, his name in its elegant font. On the back someone wrote a time and a place. No phone number to decline the invitation because this isn’t an invitation. It’s a summons.

      Eleven o’clock.

      Hades Gentlemen’s Club.

      But I don’t like being summoned.

      I rip the card in two. Do the same with the documents. I drop them to the floor and make a point of stepping on them, my heel digging a hole into the pages as I make my way into the bathroom.

      I slip my dress off my shoulders as I move, letting it fall to the bare hardwood floor. I step out of my heels and slide my panties off, then switch on the bathroom light. I run the bath and turn to my reflection in the mirror. Taking the irritating pins out of my hair, I drop them into the sink, pile the dark mass of waves on top of my head and use a soft tie to make a messy bun. I scrub my face clean of makeup and when I look in the mirror again, I see the dark circles under my eyes.

      These last few months have been hard. I don’t remember the last time I slept a full night since my father’s accident. Since learning the true state of things.

      Opening the medicine cabinet, I take out the prescription sleeping pills and pop two into my mouth, although I seem to be immune to them. I slip into the hot tub. Turning the tap off, I lay my head back and stare up at the colorful glass chandelier hanging from the ceiling. It’s from Venice. My dad ordered it for me after a trip there when he’d seen how much I’d loved the glasswork.

      Money. I’ve lived without it. The first eight years of my life I lived without it.

      Then my mother died, and I learned who I was. Learned who my father was. And coming into this house was exactly as I imagined, a Cinderella story. Although I’ve never allowed myself to feel sorry for myself. I have more than most, after all.

      I have a sister. Well, half-sister. And a father who, as soon as he learned of my existence, loved me.

      My stepmother is a bitch, but hey, you can’t have it all. The fact that I look like my mother doesn’t help. Neither does my father mentioning it every time he sees me.

      The thought of my father lying in that bed makes me sad, but I can’t let it. He needs me now. I need to be there for him like he was for me when mom died.

      And that means facing Hades tomorrow.

      That means swallowing my pride and doing what I need to do to save our home, our legacy.
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            Hayden

          

        

      

    

    
      I’m having breakfast when Peter enters through the dark, carved-wood doors. I look up from my paper, drink a sip of coffee.

      “Ms. Abbot is here, sir.”

      I glance at the antique clock over the door. Ten past eleven. She’s late.

      Folding the paper, I lean back in the comfortably worn leather chair. “Bring her in.”

      Peter nods.

      One of the older men at the table across the room rises, nods his greeting to me and shakes his companion’s hand before leaving. It’s only a moment after he’s gone that Peter is back. He opens one of the double doors and stands to the side.

      Persephone enters.

      The restaurant is only half-full, but every man turns his head when she steps inside. I understand why. She’s a beautiful woman.

      I study her as she looks around. She hasn’t spotted me yet. I’m in the far corner at my usual table.

      She takes in the space. The restaurant is a good size with several alcoves leading to other rooms.  Heavy velvet onyx curtains separate the spaces. Dark wallpaper with the repeating letter H in gold leaf adorns the walls and sconces cast a soft light throughout. The large windows are tinted slightly so the interior is wholly separate from the outside world. The curtains that drape them are tied back with thick golden ropes.

      A uniformed bartender stands polishing a glass behind the antique bar and soft music plays in the background.

      When she finally spots me, she stops as if startled. As if she didn’t expect to see me.

      I get up, button my jacket, nod my greeting.

      It takes her a moment and I see her stand up a little taller, steeling her spine in preparation for our meeting, I imagine.

      She’s wearing a cream-colored suit jacket and a matching pencil skirt. Beneath her jacket is a white blouse with lace ruffles. Those ruffles flutter out at her wrists, too. Her dark hair is pulled back tightly from her face and she’s clutching a leather bag too small to hold the documents I left for her.

      Her heels click delicately, and I don’t miss how the eyes of every man in here slide over her lithe body. Hell, I don’t blame them, but the predator inside me is rattled.

      Mine.

      She stops before my table and her unreadable violet eyes lock on mine.

      I remember those eyes. I know how they look when she’s aroused. I know how her lips part just so as she pants.

      I clear my throat when what I need to do is adjust my cock.

      “Hades,” she says, her voice like smooth ice. She’s a woman now. No hint of the girl who first named me Hades. The one I carried out of the chapel that Halloween night.

      “Persephone.” I make a point of letting my gaze slide over her before returning my eyes to hers. “Welcome.”

      She snorts, pulls out her own chair and sits before she’s invited to.

      I sit too as a waiter appears. “Sir.”

      “Something to drink?” I ask her.

      She looks up at him. “Coffee, please.”

      “Clear my plate and bring us some coffee,” I tell the server.

      Persephone snorts again, studies me. “Let me guess, they don’t take orders from women.”

      “Correct. It is a gentlemen’s club.”

      “You’re using that word loosely, then?”

      I smile, lean back in my seat and study her. Apart from our short meeting last night, the last time I saw her was five years ago. And I remember it like it was yesterday.

      She holds my gaze and I wonder if she’s remembering that night too. And I know she is when her cheeks flush red and she clears her throat, busying herself with whatever is inside her bag.

      The waiter returns with coffee. After laying everything out, he picks up the silver carafe and pours us each a steaming cup.

      “That’ll be all,” I tell him without looking away from her. I pick up my cup.

      She moves the coffee to the side and takes a stack of papers out of her bag. She sets them on the table and pushes them toward me. They’re the contracts I’d delivered last night. Ripped in two.

      I’m not surprised. I never expected her to sign them. That’s not the contract she’ll be signing at all today. Ultimately, yes, but not today.

      “I’m not handing over my family’s company to you.”

      “Then hostile takeover it is.”

      “That is your M.O., isn’t it?”

      “I’ve already spoken with members on the board. I have the votes I need if you insist on forcing my hand.”

      She grits her teeth and glares at me. “Who?”

      “You’ll lose more than you would accepting my offer,” I add on, choosing not to answer her question. “I’ve been generous.”

      “Generous?”

      I take another sip then set the coffee down. “When are you moving out?” I ask, taking up the question of the house which I now own.

      At that, she falters, fidgeting in her seat before pouring cream into the coffee she won’t drink and stirring for what seems like an eternity.

      When she finally looks up at me, it’s not the confident businesswoman who walked in here just moments ago. It’s the little girl I first met crying over her stepmother’s broken doll.

      But that’s gone as quickly as it came as she narrows her eyes at me.

      “What do you want?” she asks.

      I gesture to the contracts on the table. “You know what I want.”

      “Why? You don’t need the money. Your businesses are profitable enough for a hundred lifetimes. You don’t need to take over my family’s company.”

      She’s done her research. Good. “No, I don’t need to, you’re right. I just want to. When are you moving out?”

      “What would Nora think if she knew?”

      My jaw tightens. “Nora would say it was about time. But she can’t say anything anymore, can she?” I lean toward her. “Do not bring up my sister again.”

      She exhales, shifts her gaze sideways. Thick lashes shield her eyes momentarily. That was a low blow and she knows it.

      “That house has been the Abbot family home for generations,” she says.

      “I know your history.”

      “My father isn’t in a position—”

      “Your father made poor business decisions which left you vulnerable.” He’d taken some gambles in his career. I don’t mention my part in those gambles. But then he’d gotten involved with the wrong people when he needed capital. I’m not even certain it was an accident that left him lying in that coma.

      “And let me guess. You saw an opportunity,” she says.

      “I am a businessman.”

      “What is it you really want, Hades?”

      “I like how you say my name, Persephone.”

      “Then I won’t say it again. Although it fits, doesn’t it? God of the underworld. Satan himself.”

      “That’s not quite right. You need to brush up on your mythology. And here I thought I was helping you.”

      “By stealing our business and our home out from under us?”

      “Who broke off the engagement?” I ask out of the blue. “You or Jonas?” Jonas is my asshole stepbrother.

      She falters, her face flushing. “That’s none of your business.”

      “So, it was him?”

      She opens her mouth, closes it. Her jaw tightens as she grits her teeth.

      I grin, oddly proud of her. “No, not Jonas. It was you.”

      “Why does it matter to you?”

      “I’m just glad you came to your senses.”

      “This is none of your business.”

      “I think it is my business. We share history, remember?”

      Again, she shifts her gaze.

      “Or don’t you want to remember?”

      “Stop.”

      “You looked beautiful last night, by the way. I don’t think I mentioned it.”

      “Well, thanks. That just means the world to me. Asshole.”

      “I prefer that dress to this suit. Leaves more of you for the eye to enjoy.”

      “Fuck you.”

      “Is that an invitation?”

      She tilts her head to the side. “Are you hard up for a fuck? Is that what this is about? You want to get in my pants, Hayden?”

      I lean toward her. “Been there, sweetheart.”

      She flushes a deep red and has no comeback as she glances nervously around.

      “Back to my question. When are you moving out?”

      “I can’t move my dad out.”

      “Why not? It’s not like he’d know. He’s a fucking vegetable.”

      “He’s not. He’s breathing on his own and there’s brain activity.”

      For a moment, I feel sorry for her. But then I remember who she’s talking about. What kind of man he is. What he did.

      “I’ll tell you what,” I start. “I’ll arrange for him to be moved. You won’t be able to afford that given your current financial situation.”

      “If you’re trying to shame me, remember I lived half my life poor.”

      “The wrong half.”

      “Do you want me to beg? Is that it?”

      “Would you? Would you get on your knees right here and beg me to let you stay in my house?”

      “You’d make me do that?”

      “Oh, sweetheart, I’d make you do a lot worse.”

      “Why do you hate us so much?”

      I grit my teeth, wishing my coffee was a whiskey. “How rude of me,” I start. “I haven’t even asked how Lizzie’s doing.” Lizzie—Elizabeth—is her younger sister. A handful from what I’ve heard, one her mother, Irina, shipped off to boarding school as soon as the girl could walk. “She’s back home, isn’t she?” The only reason she’s back is the old bitch couldn’t make tuition.

      “Home is where she should be. Where she belongs.”

      “I’m sure Irina is thrilled with that.”

      “She isn’t.”

      I study her as she picks up her coffee, brings it to her mouth, then sets it back down. I wait for her to make the next move. To set the real play in motion.

      “I can pay you,” she offers.

      Here we go. I raise my eyebrows.

      “I mean, I can buy the house back. I can make payments and—”

      I chuckle, shake my head. “You won’t have a job when I take over Abbot Enterprises.”

      “I have money. I can get—”

      “Sweetheart, you’re embarrassing yourself.”

      “And you care? It’s what you want, isn’t it? Me on my knees? Quite literally.”

      “I wouldn’t mind you on your knees, but I’d keep you busy doing something more…enjoyable.”

      Her eyes lock on mine as she understands my meaning. She shakes her head, does that snort thing again. She’s a snob. Has been since she set foot in her daddy’s big house.

      She leans toward me. “You want me to suck you off? Is that what it will take for you to back off? You want that here too? Here and now? Me on my knees under the table getting my face fucked by the great Hayden Montgomery for everyone to see?”

      “The idea does appeal.”

      “You’re unbelievable.”

      “But it’s not enough. And besides, I’m not interested in my brother’s sloppy seconds.”

      “I’m not…we never…” she falters, starting but stopping. She looks around, her cheeks flushed. “How dare you?”

      “Oh, I dare.” But I’m surprised to have struck a nerve. Noted. “You’re not what?” I probe, my mind working to fill in the blank spaces she leaves.

      Her eyes narrow, jaw tight.

      “Sloppy seconds?” I ask.

      Her cheeks burn.

      I study her reaction. It takes me a moment to process.

      She rubs her face with both hands and when she looks at me again, her eyes are watery. Tears make them shine, make them sparkle like jewels. I’d forgotten that detail. Forgotten how pretty she is when she cries.

      Fuck. My dick’s getting hard again.

      I raise my hand and a waiter appears.

      “Whiskey.”

      He’s gone and back in a minute. I pick up the glass and drink a big swallow.

      “Early for that, isn’t it?” she asks.

      I check my watch. “I have a meeting,” I lie. “Let’s wrap this up. You want a reprieve? Time?”

      She swallows, nods.

      “Then you finish your sentence. You never what with Jonas?”

      She sits ramrod straight in her seat, eyes hard. “You’re a smart guy. I’m sure you can figure it out.”

      I lean back, tilt my head to the side. “You never fucked?”

      She clears her throat, unable to hold my gaze. Her shoulders collapse a little.

      I let out a chuckle, more out of disbelief than anything else. “But you were engaged.”

      “We didn’t. Period.”

      My body relaxes a little. I didn’t realize it was tense. I clear my throat. “I know Jonas and I don’t believe you.”

      “What I don’t believe is that I’m even having this conversation with you,” she mutters, obviously flustered. She lowers her lashes momentarily, again picking up her cold coffee, even taking a sip this time before facing off with me again. “This isn’t any of your business.”

      “Then why mention it?”

      “You suggested I was…sloppy seconds. That’s a disgusting term by the way.”

      “Why did you come to me with the contracts torn?”

      “What?”

      “You want to make a deal? A different deal? Is that it?” I drink a sip of my whiskey and watch her. “How far are you willing to go to save your house?”

      She stares at me and I see the battle inside her head, the urge to tell me to go fuck myself warring with the knowledge that her options are very limited.

      “How far?” I probe.

      She sits up taller, takes an audible breath in. “This is insane, and I don’t like what you’re suggesting.”

      “What am I suggesting?”

      She seals her lips shut and folds her arms protectively across her chest.

      “You want to play with the big boys, you’ll need to grow up, Persephone.” I push my chair back and stand. “Be out of the house before the end of the week.” I take a step away.

      “Wait.”

      I stop.

      She looks beyond me, shakes her head as if having an internal conversation with herself. Her forehead furrows and it takes her a long time to speak. “I’m telling you the truth about Jonas and me.”

      “You never fucked.”

      She rubs her forehead, her hand trembling when she does. When she looks back at me, I don’t see anger. What I see is fear. And desperation.

      “Are you going to ask me to prove it next?” her voice falters, trembles like her hand.

      “I could check…” I start because I can’t resist.

      “You know what? Fuck you!” She’s on her feet so fast she almost knocks her chair over. “Just fuck you, Hayden Montgomery!” She bends to pick up her bag, takes a step away then changes her mind and turns back to me. “When I first met you that day on the curb, you know what I thought?”

      It takes me a moment to follow her train of thought. She means when I’d found her and Nora with that broken doll.

      “What?” I ask. I shouldn’t care what she thought but I do. Always have.

      “I thought you were going to be my hero. Hades come to steal me away from my wicked stepmother.”

      “You’re mixing up your fairytales.”

      “Oh, you know what I mean.”

      She holds my gaze and all I can think is how those eyes used to look at me and all that talk about used goods, it doesn’t matter. Never did. Not with her.

      But her revelation changes things.

      Changes the past.

      “Sit down,” I tell her.

      “And then there was the other time.”

      Every muscle in my body coils at the memory of that other time. “I said sit.”

      She sits. Her eyes glisten with unshed tears. “But I was wrong.”

      “That’s one thing we can agree on. You were wrong.”

      She suddenly looks so tired and I’m not surprised. She’s carrying the bulk of the burden of her father’s situation, not to mention the financial consequences, on her shoulders.

      And then there’s what I’m doing.

      “Yeah, I was wrong. And now, I’m desperate and you know it.” She swallows. Those unshed tears must be burning her eyes.

      “Are you putting yourself on the table?” I ask because I cannot and will not let those tears sway me.

      “Is that what you want?”

      “Let’s be very clear. You own this. Answer my question.”

      “I have no choice.”

      “Don’t play the fucking victim, Persephone. That’s weak. And it’s not who you are.” We study one another for a long minute before I speak. “At least not who you were. You have a choice. Always. Now answer my question but think carefully first. I’m not playing games.”

      She takes a long minute to answer and I know that some part of her knew she’d use this today, she’d bargain with this one thing, even if she couldn’t consciously acknowledge it.

      And I can see it’s easier to paint me as the villain. Make me the man who took her to his bed against her will. But fuck that.

      “Yes,” she finally says.

      I nod. Stand. “You’ll have a new contract today.”

      Her eyes grow infinitesimally wider like she can’t believe this is actually happening.

      “Go home. I’ll be in touch,” I say.

      “Is that my dismissal?” she almost recovers, that cool arrogance back.

      “I don’t think you’re one to be dismissed.”

      She bites her lip and can’t hold my gaze. She pushes her chair back and takes a deep breath in.

      She stands and busies herself with something inside her bag and I think she’s talking herself into not crying. Not here. Not in front of me.

      Without a goodbye, she turns to leave.

      “He stole her away simply because he wanted her,” I call out before she’s taken two steps away.

      She stops.

      “Not to save her from anything,” I finish.

      She turns back to me, studies me with those shimmering jewel-eyes. “You forget one thing,” she finally says.

      “What’s that?”

      “Hades loved Persephone.”
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      Hades loved Persephone.

      I am an idiot. And a masochist to be considering making a deal like this with that man.

      My drive home is a blur. I take in the Montgomery house as I turn into our driveway. I remember when it was beautiful. Since the fire, it’s almost as though the earth around it has come to life. Like it’s determined to take back what it believes belongs to it.

      The Montgomery and the Abbot families share a cul-de-sac. Two massive mansions bound together but seemingly set apart from the rest of the world.

      I push the button and the gates slide open. I see my stepmother, Irina’s, car parked at the front door. My father’s nurse, Celia, is here too. Her older model Honda looks out of place in this neighborhood.

      I pull into my usual spot and climb out, hugging my coat to myself. I take a moment to look at the darkening sky. They’re predicting snow. Several feet of it.

      Movement catches my eye at the Montgomery ruin but when I turn to look, I see nothing. No one.

      Maybe it’s Nora or her grandfather.

      They died within days of each other. He in the fire that destroyed the house, she in the chapel by her own hand.

      I shake off the chill that accompanies the thought. They’ve been dead for five years and there’s no such thing as ghosts.

      It’s what I tell myself every time I think I see something.

      I wonder where Hayden is staying. Maybe at his club?

      Hayden’s grandfather had left him the building when he’d passed away. That was one of the things that had turned father against son in an already tenuous relationship. Hayden’s father, Jeremiah, had believed it his right to inherit the dilapidated building along with the rest of the Montgomery fortune, which was built on real estate, much like the Abbot fortune. My father was the third of the Abbots to add politics to his résumé.

      Hayden was Jeremiah’s first-born. Jeremiah was a senior in high school, his sweetheart a sophomore. She’d gotten pregnant and given birth to Hayden and his twin brother, Ares, just before she turned seventeen, and then she’d disappeared. Word was that she and her parents were paid off by Hayden’s grandfather to leave town without the boys and it made sense because Hayden’s grandfather took them in.

      Jeremiah met and married Carry, Jonas’s mother, when he was closer to thirty. He formally adopted Jonas, who was only a year younger than Hayden, giving him the Montgomery name. They adopted Nora soon after that.

      The Montgomery house belonged to Hayden’s grandfather and he lived in the house with Jeremiah and his new wife and family. I remember how intimidating the older Mr. Montgomery was. How scary I always thought him, especially given the stories Nora told me.

      I was sixteen when
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