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      I glance across the bar at the girl who’s been looking between me and her drink for a solid ten minutes. I smirk and pat one of my associates on the chest. “I’m about to be busy. Clear the bathroom.”

      “Lev,” he mumbles.

      I arch an eyebrow. I may have only taken over this past month, but he should know better than to talk back to me.

      He nods once. “And your brothers?”

      “They’ll wait or go home. We’re not a packaged deal,” I snort.

      I head over to the blonde and sit beside her. “You seem shy. I hope I’m not interrupting your wait.”

      “My wait?” she asks, her blue eyes going big.

      “You must be waiting for a date, looking this beautiful. Or is it a girls’ night out?” I ask.

      She glances over to where two girls are dancing, surrounded by men. Her friends are sexy and confident, forward too, based on how they lead the guys. She sinks between her shoulders. “It was ‘girls’ night out, but it’s all about fun, so it’s fine.” She half smiles.

      “You should consider yourself lucky then,” I say, taking her drink and downing a healthy mouthful. It’s so sweet my teeth almost ache. I keep the disgust inside. “Now you’ve traded up.”

      “Have I?”

      “Compared to the quality of men your friends have scored, absolutely.” I flash an enormous smile. Her eyes flick to the scar that rips from the corner of my mouth to my ear. “I know the scar makes me look scary, but I’m not as terrible as I seem.”

      She bites her bottom lip, looks me over, and takes a drink from the same straw I used. I know how to woo a woman. It may have been easier before I got shot, but the rules don’t change.

      “Would you like to dance?” I ask.

      She shakes her head. “I’m not a dancer.”

      “I’m relieved,” I lie. “I’d rather hear all about you. But, let’s keep names out of it. It keeps the mystery alive.”

      She giggles. “Then I could lie about myself!”

      “That’s fine. Tell me about the you that you want to be,” I encourage her.

      She talks about being a guitar player in some Indy band and living on the road. She ignores her drink as we talk about our fake lives and then leans forward after I say something. She narrows her eyes.

      “You have stars in your eyes.”

      “I think that’s the reflection of your eyes, sugar,” I purr.

      She kisses me just like that. I kiss her back, drawing it out. She feels good in my arms and it’s been way too long since I’ve gotten laid. I take her to the bathroom and she pants, nodding against me. “Please.”

      “We have to make tonight a fantasy,” I agree. “Show me what your best self would do right now.”

      She pulls her dress up around her hips and leans back against the wall, like she’s second-guessing herself. I cup her breast, pinching her hardening nipple. “Don’t get shy on me, beautiful.”

      Moaning, she sinks to her knees. “I’ve never done this before.”

      That’s what they all say. “I’m honored you’re breaking your rules for me.”

      She wraps her mouth around my cock after getting my pants down. I guide her head as she blows me. She uses her hands to cover what she can’t fit down her throat. It feels good all the same.

      I groan and pant. “That’s so good, baby. Don’t you stop. I love it. Your mouth is so hot.”

      She makes a pleased sound and continues. She’s learning as she’s going, trying to hit the spots that make me groan. It’s sloppy, dirty, and perfect for the venue.

      When I’ve had enough, I pull her to her feet. She gasps. “But you didn’t finish.”

      I show her a condom and smile. “Put this on me so I can make you feel good, too.”

      She obeys, and I turn her around, pinning her against the wall. She groans as I fill her in one solid thrust. I pull her hair back as I pound into her. She reaches back for me, but I hold her arm behind her back. “Let me please you. Be a good girl and take it. I want you louder than the music.”

      She moans and gives in. I groan and pant with her as I take her the way I need. She comes for me, faster than I pictured her coming, and I slide out. It’s been getting harder to come with these random lays and it’s pissing me off.

      The girl looks up at me with parted lips, her face flushed. “You didn’t come.”

      God, I wish she’d say something else. Instead, I pull off the condom. “Make me come, baby. I know you can.”

      She giggles, then drops to her knees. She licks over the head and looks up at me. “You can be rough with me, you know?”

      “Is that so? You want me to fuck your pretty face?” I ask.

      She nods, panting as she opens her mouth for me. I hold her hair in my hand and thrust into her throat. She lets out a choked moan but nods. I pound away, holding her in place, taking her wet mouth like I need it. It’s better.

      I groan and increase the pace. She sucks in quick breaths but keeps sucking and licking my cock while balancing herself. She holds onto my ankles, then gasps and coughs. I let her compose herself, but she jerks me back into place before cupping my balls.

      Oh yeah, clearly her first time, I think sarcastically.

      Someone bangs on the door. “Come on, bro. We got a call!”

      Of course, my brother has the shittiest timing.

      “One minute,” I yell back in Russian.

      The girl doesn’t stop. She moans and tightens her mouth. I groan and up the pace, fucking her mouth until a faint memory of hazel eyes and orange hair flashes across my closed eyes. Lush lips, a full body, a sneer.

      I grip her head as I come down her throat. The ecstasy weighs me down, makes my toes tingle as my abs tighten again. I sigh and open my eyes, easing out of the blonde’s mouth. I nod to her. “Swallow.”

      She obeys, takes a few breaths, then goes to the sink to clean up a bit. I adjust my pants, pull her dress over her ass, and smack it. “Thank you for making my night amazing, sugar.”

      “I don’t even know your name,” she says after swallowing a handful of water.

      “That’s the beauty of it,” I breathe. “You had a better night than your friends and we get to leave knowing the best of each other.”

      I head out and glower at my younger brothers. I have four years on them, but they always team up to get what they want.

      “What was so important, Lev?” Daniel asks in Russian, smoking a cigarette even though it’s not allowed at this bar.

      “Nothing, Danya,” I say, using his nickname.

      “Was she worth making us late?” Edmon asks, parroting his twin.

      “You both are making us late,” I growl in Russian. “What’s the fucking problem?”

      “Bikers are trying to raid one of our weapon caches. Planning to let them get away with that?” Daniel asks.

      “Let’s go.”

      We get in our cars–always two for safety reasons–and head through Miami until we’re on the poorer side of things. Buying property is easy here, but there are always issues. From drug runners that get too curious to gangs and motorcycle clubs. The M.C.’s have been the biggest problem.

      “Fucking leather snakes,” I say when I see their colors.

      I step out of the car and walk up to them, clearing my throat.

      “Piss off,” one grunts at me.

      “No way to greet the property’s owner,” I say.

      He turns, then taps his friends. They call someone named ‘Mac’ and a burly, scarred and tattooed man approaches me. If only he could see my tats. The ones I earned to get to the top. Some of them back away from me, while others reach for their guns.

      “The Russian Devil himself,” Mac says. “You may scare death, but you don’t scare me. We got numbers on ya right now. One versus ten.”

      “Such a shame for you,” I say, sure that Daniel and Edmon are in position. Red dots appear on Mac and I smile. “I’ve heard if you cut the head off a snake, it can’t bite. What happens if you take out the head of an M.C.? Do I get the survivors?”

      “Boss,” one guy hisses.

      Mac looks down and notices the red dots. I dust off my coat. “I placed explosives in my stash as well. If they get too far from the compound, they’ll blow. How much are my guns worth to you?”

      He opens and closes his mouth.

      One man pulls a knife on me. He slashes my hand, but I disarm him and bury the knife in his chest. He stares at it. I sigh. “My last show of kindness. Let’s count them. 1. I warned you about the guns on you. 2. I warned you about the explosives. 3. I made sure not to hit his lungs or heart. Leave me with something valuable or my patience will run out.”

      “You son of a bitch,” another guy says.

      I arch an eyebrow, pull my gun, and put it to his head. “I didn’t bring your mother into this.”

      Of course, the M.C. doesn’t back down, so we take care of business. Daniel and Edmon take out plenty and I let one leave. One is always a reminder that there are things worse than death. It leaves my name circulating.

      Mac, however, lays half dead in front of me. I sigh and squat down. “How many chances did I give you?”

      “F-fu...”

      I step on the worst injury on his stomach. “That better be four.”

      He lets out a strangled yell.

      “Information. Now. How’d you learn where my stash was? I can have an ambulance here if you want it,” I offer.

      He whimpers and says something under his breath. I push my ear towards him. “What?”

      “Fuck. You.”

      “I guess you’re coming with me then, aren’t you?”

      After an hour of working with a very competent ‘convincer’, Mac screams. “Salinas! Salinas told us. Offered triple for yours.”

      “Salinas must want you guys dead. I hate giving someone like that what they want,” I sigh.

      “Edmond, you got the medic?” I ask in Russian.

      He nods.

      “Make sure he has enough drugs to forget my face,” I say.

      I clean my hands and walk out of the compound. My brothers will take care of the rest, but I have to pick up my sister from the airport. As it is, I won’t be there if she lands early.

      Sitting down in the car, I see a new suit waiting for me. “Thank you, Karik.”

      He inclines his head before pulling back onto the road.

      “Take the express routes and gun it. I won’t have my sister waiting. Who knows who will grab her,” I say while stripping.

      “Of course, sir,” he answers in Russian.

      Not a bad night. I get to see my sister again. My brothers put themselves to work. We kept our stash and now I have a new project. And I reaffirmed who I am.

      Vasily Lev Ogievich isn’t as nice as the Volkov brothers are now. But in a city like Miami, being kind isn’t an option. To keep order with so many smaller gangs and groups, being worse than death is the only way to maintain order.

      I pull on my new jacket and stare at the blood on my hand. One day, I’ll learn not to bleed.
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      “Photographer, focus!” My boss demands.

      I bet she doesn’t know my name despite working for her for three years. My best friend, Lindsey, shakes her head at me once before striking her pose. I love photography and I love seeing my work in fashion magazines, but the working conditions are hell.

      My boss pushes me to another area. “God, you don’t get to sit on the job! Move it.”

      I move across the room, taking photos quickly, so I catch every bit of movement and provide plenty of options. After four hours of photographing different models in different outfits and poses, I look at the photos over my boss’s shoulder.

      She nods once, then looks at me as I stand there. She arches an eyebrow and motions to her empty hand. “Why isn’t there a coffee right here?”

      I put her coffee in her hand.

      “You’re dismissed,” she says.

      I might as well be furniture. I’m just expected to be at the top of my game. If I slip, Miss Fernanda has plenty to say to me, but if I’m doing well, there’s always more work to do. I sigh and adjust my jacket.

      “I saw the photos. They look great,” Lindsey says.

      “Thanks. That’s because of you. You know just how to pose, plus everything looks great on you,” I say.

      Her caramel skin, her perfect, soft, yet elegant features, her height — all of it is flawless. She scratches at her dark, springy hair. “You should make your own agency or freelance.”

      “We tried freelancing, and I failed on rent those two months,” I say.

      When we get back to our shared apartment, I change into an oversized shirt and pajama shorts. They show off my thick thighs, but I don’t care. I’m comfortable. I raid our fridge for leftovers, but Lindsey pulls me away.

      “Nope, I’m ordering food for us,” she insists.

      “What’s the occasion?” I ask.

      “We don’t need an occasion to eat fresh food, plus you’re the only person I know who can handle the kind of heat I love. That means we’re getting the spicy wings from our favorite place.”

      I smile. “Have I told you how much I appreciate you?”

      “Daily, Sienna.”

      After she orders, she plays with my hair. “You know, you should do something with these curls instead of throwing them up in a bun.”

      “They’re not the elegant curls or as fun as yours,” I say with a shrug. “If you want me to be medusa, we could be heading somewhere.”

      She laughs and shakes her head. After a bit, when I don’t follow up, she pokes my nose. “You’re cute, Sienna. Why don’t you embrace that?”

      “What do you mean?”

      “You always wear stuff too big, always hide your hair, never wear makeup or heels. I know you work a ton, but you can look hot while you do it,” she encourages me. “I get so many free outfits. I know they’d fit you.”

      “You look great in those clothes, but they’d be too tight on me,” I say. She gives me a look and I roll my eyes. “I’m not saying I’m overweight, okay? I’m fine with my body, but that doesn’t mean I want to show it off, and it doesn’t mean we’re the same size.”

      She rolls her eyes. “At least let me do your makeup and hair before that catering event you have to go to tomorrow.”

      Another job where I’m only noticed if I mess up. I nod once, not willing to disappoint her multiple times in one day.

      We have a great dinner together, but soon enough, Lindsey is having fun with my hair. She puts some braids in and somehow gets my curls to cooperate with each other. Then she starts on my face, giving me elegant eyeliner, light eyeshadow and just a touch of lipstick.

      I drag on my white button up and black pencil skirt before sliding into my flats. I look at myself in the mirror. I look professional and prettier than I thought I could. Whatever makeup she chose brings out the green in my eyes, and my dark hair looks elegant. My lips are lush as ever, but stand out.

      My freckles still dot my face and over my nose, but I feel like a finished product instead of a work in progress. I hug Lindsey. “Thank you.”

      She hugs me back. “I don’t care what commercials or stylists say. Makeup is to make the person wearing it feel good, to feel confident. It has nothing to do with what other people think.”

      “I’m lucky I found you,” I say, “but I better go before I have to find another part time job.”

      “It’s better to tend bar,” she says for the millionth time.

      I know that’s true, but I don’t want to deal with drunk come-ons and bar fights. Plus, I hold grudges and I don’t forget faces. I take my platter just like everyone else and start passing out salads.

      I never ask what the event is anymore. I don’t ask who it’s for. It almost always comes out during the event and it doesn’t change what I get paid as long as I keep my calm smile and don’t sass anyone.

      Which is almost always easy. Until someone speaks as I’m passing out champagne.

      “We want to thank everyone for being here tonight to celebrate our daughter. She’s back from her year abroad, has been accepted to Brown University and it’s time to recognize her accomplishments! To Katenka Anastasia Ogievich!”

      I nearly drop my tray.

      That last name. I force a smile and hand out a few more drinks, clearing my tray before daring to look over at the family. Ana–as I used to know her–smiles. Her long dark hair is pinned, and she’s the picture of grace.

      “Ana, I just want to say how proud I am of you. I know you have an amazing future ahead of you, one of joy. You should enjoy yourself tonight and remember how far you’ve come and how much further you’ll go,” a man I can’t forget says.

      He looks over the crowd after kissing his sister’s cheek.

      V.

      “Thank you, Lev,” she answers.

      Of course. V was what we called him in high school, before he got that angry scar across his face. Based on the arrogant grin and his effortless perfection, that scar and his chosen name are all that’s changed.

      His dark hair is rumpled, his smile practiced, and those intense blue eyes don’t miss a thing. The little bit of scruff on him makes him look dangerous. Even the tailored suit can’t soften him. He’s muscled, large, and knows the effect he has on a room.

      What I wouldn’t give to dump some red wine on him and have him reveal his real, horrible self to the entire room. That asshole ruined high school for me and left a darkness in me that’s festered until it’s destroyed every relationship I’ve had.

      He’s the one person who’s been unable to unravel a word into meaningless letters. “Trust” is only a fantasy now. “Loyalty” is a fairy tale. And “love”, it’s just a simple word to slap on a relationship when it’s time.

      All because of that dick.

      I turn and almost crash into someone. He snarls at me, looks me over, then snorts, moving his foot like I’m some mouse he doesn’t want to step on.

      Storming back to the kitchen, I take a few breaths before my boss lays into me. “How many times do I have to tell you to stay out of the way, Sienna?”

      I don’t answer.

      He snaps his fingers. “Hello? Sienna Reid!”

      I blink a few times. “Sorry.”

      “Can I trust you to go collect the empty glasses? I wouldn’t want you to drop them on anyone.”

      “I won’t,” I reply despite the angrier answer teasing my tongue.

      “Then what are you waiting for? I don’t pay you to stand there and think.”

      I nod once and walk out, collecting glasses. I’ll just keep my head down and focus on my job. V–Lev, whoever he is, doesn’t have any say in my life now. I won’t lose a job over him. I won’t get nervous around him.

      It’s been ten years since I saw him and as far as I’m concerned, we can keep up that streak. He just won’t see me. Simple. Since I’m not a favorite here, I won’t be asked to wait on his family.

      That thought calms me enough to continue until I’m waved over by a table a little too close to the people I’m trying to avoid. Two of the older guys look me over. I smile. “Is there something I can get you?”

      One pushes his wine glass over, so it shatters on the floor. The red spreads along the grout of the tile and threatens to stain the pristine white. “Oops. Can you take care of that for me?”

      I head back and grab a small brush and dust pan. I clean up the glass, then work on sopping up the wine. They speak around me in Russian. I avoided the language after everything with V in high school. I threw myself into Spanish. It felt more necessary here.

      Still, I don’t need to speak the language to know that they’re commenting on me. Not nicely either. But the man who knocked the glass over lifts my chin.

      “You were a six standing up, but you’re a nine on your knees, sweetheart,” he purrs. “Want to know how to become a ten?”

      “Please, allow me to finish cleaning and get you a fresh glass of wine,” I mumble.

      At the same time, another guy pinches my ass.

      I bite my tongue, but my face turns red.

      “Aww, you look flushed. You like our attention? Maybe we’d like to have you on the table for our dessert,” the first man says.

      I want to bite his hand, to prove this is anger, not flattery. Instead, I stand up, take the stained rags and glass to the back, and put them in the garbage.

      I grab a bottle of wine and pour it into the glass. I know I shouldn’t do anything to it. I know that. But I’m so insulted, so beyond annoyed, that I just stare at the wine. My boss is a dick who’s looking for a reason to cut costs and I know I’m first on the chopping block. Rich people I serve will always look down on me, hit on me, criticize me. How can I just stand by and allow all this?

      Eyeing some hot sauce, I consider adding just a few drops to his drink, but hesitate. It’s a mistake. It’s just an impulse. It will pass. After two deep breaths, I remind myself not to stoop to their level.

      Sure, people like them need a wake-up call, but I will not destroy my security just to get back at them. So I take the perfect glass of wine and set it in front of the man that just offered something terrible.

      “This is a more vintage wine, in apology,” I whisper.

      “What a sweet thing you are,” he says while staring at my breasts. “What if I wanted to taste this wine on you?”

      “Apologies, sir, I’m not on the menu,” I say before turning to walk away.

      The other man grabs my wrist and pulls me close. I glance at my boss. He motions for me to smile. That’s it. Biting my tongue so hard it hurts, I try to stand. “Please allow me to get your dessert.”

      “You’ve misunderstood,” he says. “You are the dessert.”

      Men thirty years older than me at least grin, like starved lions eager to take me down. I shudder and lose the last grip on my temper.
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      “Let me go!”

      The yelp gets my attention. I scan the crowd and narrow my eyes on the group from the west. Ana nudges me. “I told you not to invite them.”

      “If I didn’t, it would have been an insult,” I hiss.

      Daniel rolls his eyes. “The girl will take care of herself.”

      One of the old guys grabs her chin. When he turns her face in my direction, my lips part. It’s impossible. She can’t be here. If she was still in this city, I would have run into her.

      Sienna Reid. The same woman I think of every time I get close to coming, the one who got away by sheer force of will and shame.

      When one of the guys tries to grab her thigh, she shoves out of his grasp and kicks his chair away from her. He falls out and takes half his dinner with him, so it splatters all over his suit.

      Half the venue goes quiet as the plate breaks on the floor.

      Gregor stands, his face and bald head going red. Sienna stands her ground. “I asked you twice.”

      “You unprofessional, ungrateful little-”

      I step over and put my hand on Sienna’s shoulder. She shoves it off without looking at me. She stands taller. “I have a strict ‘no touch rule’. You broke it multiple times.”

      “I’ll have you fired,” he threatens.

      “Oh, I’m quitting.” She takes off an apron around her waist and throws it at him. “Lets see you do better. Don’t forget, you’re a nine on your knees.”

      She turns and runs into me. Gregor realizes I’m there at the same time. He sputters something out or tries to, but I level him with a glare. He rights his chair and sits down, fuming. My eyes flick to Sienna. “Come with me.”

      “I already quit,” she says, refusing to look at my face.

      “It wasn’t a question.”

      I take her hand, ignoring that damn “no touch” rule and dragging her to a stairwell. She shakes me off and reaches for the door. She opens it to find Karik’s back. Shutting the door, she pants.

      “Sienna Reid,” I hum as a smile spreads over my face. “A little mouse that grew claws.”

      She turns, as if she’s some protagonist in a horror movie. Her eyes lock with mine and I feel the same buzz through my body that I haven’t been able to forget for ten years. Long years, it feels like right now. She’s grown into her ears and the braces worked for her, since she has a beautiful smile when she’s not pissed.

      She’s still beautiful. Her gorgeous hair still reminds me of the sunrise. The freckles across her face darken as she blushes, but I know that hatred in her earthy, green-brown eyes.

      “Don’t act like you’re better than them, V,” she hisses.

      No one has called me that in so long. I take a step forward. “I’m younger. Better looking, at least. Plus, you still hold a torch for me or you wouldn’t have come here alone.”

      “You haven’t changed,” she says with a smirk. “Assuming everyone wants you and never wondering why. Let me guess, you still seduce whoever you want, let them fall for you, then pull the rug out so your friends can laugh at the poor girl who believed you?”

      “It wasn’t that bad,” I say.

      “It was worse. You were my friend until high school.”

      “Well, you’re two years younger. That feels like a lot at that age,” I argue.

      “You had the entire school laughing at me, V. And if that had been all ...” She shakes her head. “Just leave me alone. I’ve avoided you just fine for ten years, and I can keep doing that.”

      “Not anymore,” I say as my phone buzzes.

      My brothers have made it clear the western charter isn’t happy. They want their toy and revenge on top of it. Nothing I’ve ever done to Sienna will compare to what they have in store for her and my reputation is only good when I’m around. If I threaten them, I start an internal war.

      Sure, I could reach out to D.C. Hunter and Chase will have my back, but why deal with that trouble?

      Sienna reaches for the door, opens it, and this time Karik is facing us. “Sir.”

      “Sienna and I will be leaving now. Prepare the car and bring it around the side. Danya will explain that I’ve been called away on business,” I say.

      He shuts the door and Sienna faces me. “I’m not going anywhere with you.”

      “You are,” I disagree. “Easily or with difficulty.”

      “I–I’ll scream,” she threatens.

      “Go ahead, honey,” I encourage her. “Scream, let it echo up every floor. Fight me. Struggle. Bite, scratch, whatever you like.”

      She backs against the door and threatens me with her keys. I grab her arm, twist her around and hold her against the door, pinning her there with my body. My cock reacts as her full ass rubs against me.

      “If you want to do this the hard way, feel free. You’ll only exhaust yourself,” I say in her ear. “You just made powerful enemies, so you’re coming with me.”

      “I’m not going anywhere with you, V. I don’t care if you beg, order, or- hey!”

      I release her arm, turn her around, then throw her over my shoulder. She beats my back. “You’re going to drop me! Put me down!”

      “I won’t drop you, Sólnyshka,” I say.

      She continues to struggle as I carry her out to the car. I toss her in, join her, and shut the door. She reaches for the other one, but Karik has already engaged the child locks. She grabs at the door until I’m afraid she’s going to break the handle.

      “Sienna, take a breath,” I say.

      She takes a breath, but it’s ragged. She curls in on herself, pressed against the door, as far from me as possible.

      “High school was a long time ago. This is the big leagues. I’m not letting this start a war and I’m not turning you over to them,” I say.

      “I’ve dealt with worse. Bikers are meaner than you,” she whispers.

      I snort. If only she knew. I lean back and look her over. It’s been a while, but I still remember how she would light up when I’d come talk to her. I was arrogant after being named boss, but she still had hope for me even when I insulted her and others cut her down. There had always been a little sparkle in her eye, something just for me.

      When I’d sent her that letter asking her on a date, I’d had to spend two days confirming it was real, that I wanted to take her out. And I had. I’d gotten ready, determined to keep her out past curfew, determined to make her first date something great.

      “Are you angry that I missed our date?” I ask.

      Sienna glowers at me despite her watery eyes. “You stood me up. Plenty of your friends saw me waiting at the restaurant. They laughed, took pictures, and spread them around the school. When you didn’t come back they ...”

      She shakes her head. “Forget it.”

      “Tell me.”

      “You tell me!” She demands. “Tell me why you kidnapped me! Tell me why you couldn’t leave me alone in peace. I can’t wait to hear your excuses! How over the top are the lies going to be this time?”

      As I open my mouth, my phone rings. I put it to my ear.

      Danya speaks. “They’re pissed. You took their toy and ran away.”

      I switch to Russian. “Too bad. Sienna is mine.”

      “They’re demanding her for the sake of their pride. Gregor will see it as an insult,” he replies.

      “I’ll deal with him as I see fit. His chapter hasn’t been lucrative in months and he’s made the papers for the wrong reasons. I’m not worried,” I assure him.

      “Want us to remove the problem?” Danya asks.

      “Toe the line. I’m claiming Sienna. Make it clear she’s mine and I’m offended,” I say before hanging up.

      “Russian or not, I know my name when I hear it,” Sienna says. “And I don’t care what you’re planning. I’m not staying with you. I have a job. I have a roommate. And if I’m not home, she’ll call the police.”

      “Let her,” I say.

      Sienna watches me with growing horror. “What are you going to do to me, V?”

      “Keep you safe. Just like I did ten years ago,” I say, moving closer. “I won’t let you out of my sight. I’m going to make sure you’re comfortable, safe, and we can talk out this unpleasant history.”

      “There’s nothing to talk about. I hate you. I’ve hated you for ten years. Whatever excuse you have won’t cover the past or change it. Take me home and let me deal with this,” she orders despite her shaking hands.

      Someone taught her how to fake it well. I smirk. “You’re not going anywhere. Cross my heart and hope to-”

      She hits me. I touch my jaw. It wasn’t hard. She hasn’t learned how to fight the right way, but she’s the first person to hit me like that while I’ve stared them down. I can make entire M.C.’s tremble. I got the police in my pocket with threats and reputation alone. Gangs fear my name, let alone my presence. But Sienna Reid just hit me because of a grudge from years ago.

      What a hell cat.

      “Let. Me. Go,” she repeats. “Whatever fantasy you have playing in your head will not fly. I don’t do Beauty and the Beast role play.”

      “What role play do you do, Sienna?” I ask, holding her gaze as I snare her wrists.

      “None with you.” She thrashes. “Let me go!”

      “I didn’t want to do it this way,” I say. “I want you to remember that.”

      She pauses. “What are you-”

      I speak to Karik in Russian. “Sedatives?”

      He pulls over and Sienna panics. She’s going to hurt herself, pass out, or cause more problems that we don’t need if she keeps this up. I pull her closer. “Just look at me, Sienna. Tell me how much you hate me. I love listening to you.”

      “You pompous dick,” she snarls. “Nothing in the world could make me want to stay near you. I’d rather take a chance swimming in a gator-filled pond than-”

      Karik slides the needle into her neck, and she blinks a few times. He withdraws, and she slumps against the seat of the car. I stroke her cheek while studying her eyes. “I’m taking care of you, Sólnyshka. I know you don’t believe me. There are worse things than staying with me for a few days.”

      “I hate you,” she whimpers, a tear rolling over her cheek. “Bad things happen with you.”

      I press my forehead to hers. “When you wake up, you’re going to be comfortable and safe. You can hate me there too.”

      She licks her bottom lip, and her eyes dilate. I smile. “They say hate and love are two sides of the same coin.”

      “Nope. I just hate you,” she says, her speech slowing.

      “I thought you used to have a crush on me. Don’t you think I’m sexy? Hate fucking is fun too,” I tease her.

      She snorts. “You’d laugh at me. You’re ... you’re setting me up ... you’re just a ... monster.”

      Her eyes shut, and I sigh as I draw back. As I’m taking care of things on my phone, Sienna’s head falls on my shoulder. She’s not wrong. I’m a monster, but I’ll prove to her I’m a hell of a lot more than that. A few days to smooth things over with the old men and a few days to prove to Sienna that I’m someone worth knowing, that I’m not the same arrogant dick I used to be.

      I stroke through her hair, wanting to set her curls free but kiss her forehead. “You don’t hate me as much as you should, Sienna.”
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      When I wake up, I keep my eyes closed for a few more beats. I hear nothing. The last thing I remember is V telling me “Hate fucking is fun too” as if I’m interested in him. Just because he’s gorgeous, dominant, and sure about every choice doesn’t mean I’m going to fall all over myself. Even if his scar might need a few kisses to finish healing.

      V is the same idiot who launched me into two years of hell because he stood me up for a laugh. He’s the same jerk who let others pick on me in front of him after promising me that nothing would change when he went to high school.

      He was the same guy I was willing to get in trouble to see just for him to make it worse by encouraging those ideas and never sharing blame.

      Which means I need to get out of here because his damn charm is sneaky, conniving, and as lethal as the predator you don’t see until it’s already pounced.

      I open my eyes, wait for the world to come into focus, then sit up. I rub my forehead. I make a mental note not to let anyone close to me because, V has obedient friends now. Friends much worse than when we were in high school.

      Glancing around, I pause. I’d never been to V’s house, but I knew he had money. The kind of room I’m in says he’s more than rich. He’s wealthy. The old kind. Which explains the gold frames around beautiful works of art, the stark white walls, the red rug below my feet, and the wood accents. I have no doubt this room costs more than years of my rent.

      I stroke over the bedspread and then do it again just to feel the silky fabric under my fingers. Everything is beautiful, ornate, and over the top. A humble brag without a word being spoken.

      Maybe I’d like V more if he was like this room.

      I get to my feet, stumble a little, then regain my footing. First things first; I need to call for help.

      Groping my hips, I don’t find my phone. I feel again, just to make sure, then groan. “Shit.”

      Okay, skipping that and on to plan two: escape. Rather than going to the door, I head to the window. I push the thick curtain to the side and realize I’m on the second floor of a mansion. There are sprawling gardens outside my window and a large fountain, but below me ... it looks almost like thorns.

      “Of course,” I huff, pulling the curtain back so I don’t have to see the spotlights on the garden or the frustrating lack of escape.

      I open one door, find a closet, and close it. The next door is a luxury bathroom better than any I’ve ever seen. There’s a gorgeous marble walk-in shower with gold accents, a vanity, and another window.

      Peeking out, that one proves there’s no escape there.

      Taking a slow breath, I go to the last door and turn the crystal knob. I peek out, then open the door further. There’s just a long empty hallway that leads to an open space before another hallway. I step into the hall, then continue.

      Maybe he’s so cocky he didn’t think he’d need help.

      Just as I reach the stairs, someone speaks. “Your girl’s awake!”

      “Go home, Danya,” V answers.

      His brother? If Danya is here, I’m sure Ed isn’t far behind. Twins travel in packs, right?

      “Ana is upset with you,” Danya informs anyway. “No one wants to be close to her when she’s on the rampage. She’s almost as scary as you.”

      V? Scary? Impossible.

      I scuttle back to my room and shut the door. I fumble for a lock, but it’s missing. Crap! Glancing around, I notice there’s something else on the bed. A nightgown and robe. Both are sheer with lacy trim. They’re sexy, black, and ridiculous.

      “Knock, knock,” V calls before walking in. Our eyes meet, but this time he doesn’t have a smile for me. He leans against the doorway. “You got farther than I thought you would, even if it took longer.”

      “You can’t just keep me here.”

      “I want to,” he replies. “It’s what’s best for you.”

      “How can you say-”

      “You don’t like the pajamas I chose for you?” he interrupts. “Maybe it’s good you didn’t put it on. Danya and Ed would have had something to say.”

      “What? That you’re a cad?” I sputter.

      “Good word, a little outdated. Did you learn it from college or dirty girl books?” He asks with a smirk.

      Watching him feels like the best answer. He likes to talk.

      V shuts the door behind him after a moment, then sighs. “We’re alone. The twins left.”

      “Fantastic,” I say. “When do I get that privilege?”

      “You’re focused on the wrong thing, Sienna. Enjoy the luxury. Treat this like a vacation.”

      “It’s a hostage situation,” I argue.

      “So are some vacations. You used to tell me you felt kidnapped when your parents took you to Tennessee to visit family. You always said you’d prefer some place with history and friends. A place you could be yourself. This can be that place.”

      “Fuck you,” I whisper. He doesn’t get to bring up past conversations that his actions tainted.

      “That’s an option,” he says, as he doesn’t look away from my lips. “I won’t make you beg for it, either. You just have to admit you want to fuck me.”

      My mouth falls open. He has to be kidding. V crosses the space between us and shuts my mouth. “Now you’re just giving me ideas. Check the closet for more clothes. I tried to get your size. Dinner’s waiting.”

      With that, he walks out.

      When I spend fifteen minutes just sitting there, V reappears. He arches an eyebrow, the smile gone again. “Do I need to escort you down?”

      “No,” I say.

      He leaves again and I look through the clothes, making sure that the hangers move in case he’s listening. I find something that’s not plunging or formal and pull it on. At least I can run in this. I’ll need to.

      I join V outside of the room and he leads me down, talking about the décor and all the things I can enjoy. I think he mentions a pool or a sauna or something, but I’m planning my escape.

      Replacing my phone will be easy. Finding out where I am and getting home without the phone will be harder. When we cross the front door, I dart towards it.

      V gets there first, spins me, and presses my back to the door as he glowers down at me. One of his hands claims my wrist, holding it over my head while the other presses right by my ear.

      He takes a slow, controlled breath. “You’re trying my patience, Sienna.”

      “You crossed the line. I don’t belong here and-”

      “If I say you belong here, you do. I’m the king of the fucking castle. Might as well be the god of Miami.”

      I scoff. “God complex much?”

      “You’re right,” he says, pressing his body against mine until I feel every muscle move as he shifts. Something hot ignites low in my belly. I’ve never had a man like V take control like this. Hell, I’ve never had a man like V look my way. He leans in closer. “God is merciful, limits himself, and accepts everyone. I’m much, much worse than that.”

      “V,” I whisper.

      “Lev,” he corrects. “It’s Lev now.”

      “A new name doesn’t mean a new you,” I hiss at him.

      “I’m well aware. If I was a new me, you wouldn’t be turned on right now. You wouldn’t be holding still or letting me break your “no touch” rule. I’m not some validation-hungry teenager, and you’re not in braces and sweater vests.”

      Swallowing hard, I try to look away, but his nose brushes mine. “Since so much has changed, we’re going to have a proper dinner, since I know caterers don’t get fed, and we’re going to catch up like old friends.”

      “Why would I do that?”

      He sighs and eases away a few inches. “Let’s say you get out this door–I have guards. Let’s say you get past the guards. We’re far from the venue. Let’s say you reach a neighbor’s house and mention me, they’ll call and return you. You will end up here because I want you here.”

      “You ... you.”

      “Normally, I’d let you leave, chalk this up to a bad night, but a decent attempt at fixing things. These aren’t normal circumstances and whether or not you believe me, this is the safest place for your cute ass,” he says, releasing me. “Dinner?”

      What the hell have I gotten into?

      “A few days?” I ask, following him against my better judgment.

      “Yes. I should have everything taken care of within a week. If you want to leave then, you can,” he replies before pulling out a heavy-looking regal chair at an enormous table.

      I sit, and he guides the chair in place before sitting next to me. As the food is served, his words catch up to me. “Of course, I’ll want to leave.”

      “You have the option to enjoy yourself. If you get restless, I’ll take you shopping, maybe to the beach. You’d enjoy this if you let yourself.”

      “I’m sitting next to the one person I hate. You keep giving me more reasons to want to escape, not stay,” I bite out.

      Lev watches me, then looks me over. “You’re very sassy for someone being pampered.”

      “Because I didn’t choose this.”

      “I know.”

      “So, why am I being punished?”

      “You don’t know the meaning of the word, Sienna. I’d be happy to teach you. I can dismiss my staff, bend you over the table, and spank you until you recognize the difference between kindness and punishment.”

      My throat tightens and I stare at my full plate. I need to get my body under control. It’s been a while since I’ve gotten laid, more than a while, but the idea of Lev spanking me shouldn’t be appealing. It would hurt, it’s demeaning, it’s ... making me shift in my seat to hide the growing lust radiating through my body.

      “That’s what I thought. Eat.”

      We eat in silence for a while. It’s uncomfortable, filled with expectations and unsaid things. I can play pretend though. “What have you been up to?”

      “Business. My father named me heir to the company. I thought it would be easy in high school. Now I learn it’s more than a job, it’s a life,” he says.

      “I thought your older sister-”

      “Irina wasn’t suited for the role. She wants different things, and that’s good. She deserves it,” he says. “What have you been doing? Are you doing photography like you planned?”

      I hate that he remembers everything I told him. Worse, I hate the reminder. “That depends on you, I guess. If I’m not at the shoot in four days, I’ll lose my job. I worked hard to become Ms. Fernanda’s assistant. It took a year of getting coffee, reading her mind, and dealing with phone calls at all hours to get to take a single photo. If my best friend hadn’t pulled strings, I wouldn’t have any photos out in the world.”

      “What do you photograph?” he asks.

      “Models for couture fashion. Sometimes I get to do wedding shoots, but it doesn’t fill my pockets, so I cater ... used to cater. Bartending didn’t go well and now I need to find a second job,” I mumble, losing my appetite. “Can I just sleep through this experience?”

      “You can do what you want within the house. I expect to see you at meals. I’d prefer to spend time with you, Sólnyshka.”

      I hate him. I hate him. I hate him. And if I don’t stop saying it, I’m worried I won’t.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            5

          

          
            LEV

          

        

      

    

    
      Sienna looks at me. I hate her smeared makeup. I brush under her eyes, fixing it, then brush my thumb just under her bottom lip.

      “What does it mean?” she asks.

      “What?” I ask.

      “The word you said.”

      I smirk. “I’ll tell you when you’re ready to hear it. Do you like the food?”

      She nods. “I do. It’s delicious.”

      “You can have as much as you want. The chef is here from seven a.m. to seven p.m. The fridge is always full. You can be comfortable here if you let yourself be. Everything I have is yours to enjoy.”

      “With your permission?” she asks, that disobedient edge in her voice.

      I like it. I want to do something about it, but that’s another thing she’s not ready for. I watch her until she blushes. Smirking, I slide my hand over the nape of her neck. Her lips part as I pull her close.

      “Do you want my permission, Sienna?”

      “I don’t need it for a damn thing,” she says, despite her voice shaking.

      Her eyes dip to my mouth and she sucks her bottom lip before meeting my eyes. She can say she hates me all she wants, but I know she doesn’t. She wants to hate me. There’s a difference. She shudders and I brush my nose along hers.

      “This is the last time I’ll touch you unless I have to for your safety,” I inform her. Her eyes widen and I continue. “You only get to feel my touch if you admit how much you want me. You have to beg me for a kiss.”

      “Good to know you don’t want to touch me.”

      “Not what I said. You’re allowed to touch me plenty, but you won’t get anything but hospitality until you admit you want me. I know you do. When you catch up and get tired of touching yourself in that luxurious bed. When you want my fingers on you again, you know how to get it.”

      She takes an unsteady breath and I consider kissing her now, just so she knows what she could have, but instead, I release her. Sienna rocks forward, then back, blinking a few times.

      She swallows and takes another bite of food while trying to hide her blush behind her hair.

      “So, you didn’t end up photographing that nature stuff you used to like?” I ask as if nothing happened.

      “No. No money in it. I’d love to keep doing it as a hobby, but that’s a want, not a need. I’m need based,” she answers, and I’m not sure if she’s sassing me based on my ultimatum or answering me honestly.

      “I remember that photo you gave me. One of those silly birds that would run away from the ocean waves, just to chase the tide back out. I still have it. That little bird, staring at the wave coming in like it was strong enough to control it ... no photograph I have compares,” I say.

      After more silent eating and minor, awkward attempts to catch up, Sienna excuses herself to bed. I pull out my phone to monitor the cameras and see her go right to the guest room across from mine.

      Sighing, I click away to see a message from Gregor.

      Give me the girl or we’ll have problems.

      I call him instead. He answers in a huff. “Lev, she’s-”

      “Do you think I’m going to turn over my girlfriend to three men who will ravage her, hurt her, and laugh about it?” I snarl in Russian.

      “She’s your ... no. You lie. You want her for yourself to prove you’re better than me. Give her to me and we’ll be fine. Don’t and ... see what happens.”

      “You’re on my turf, Gregor.”

      “And you are the product of nepotism. You’re not strong enough to lead. Bloodshed and money aren’t all it takes to be a leader.”

      I smile. “Ask around about me while you’re here. See how many people answer you and how many walk away. This is my city, my people, and you’re under my power right now. If you want a war, you’ll get it, but if you want that over some girl, I’ll laugh as you and your old ways crumble at my feet.”

      He hangs up, and I rub my forehead. This isn’t over.

      It’s not Sienna he wants. He hasn’t liked me in power since it was announced. He likes the old ways. Passive bullying tactics, half-truces, working in the shadows and torture that ends with people walking away, lesson learned. We all have our ways.

      If he takes me out, he’ll go after Hunter and Chase next, attack their reforms, and ruin the progress they’ve made by naming it weakness. He can’t attack them, not right now when they’re so loved. If they side with me, though, they’re opening themselves up to war. If they stay neutral, it’s cowardice.

      Our world isn’t kind or nurturing. It’s not the kind of place anyone can sleep. All the more reason to protect Sienna from it. When she leaves, she can hate me because of her time here, or because I’ll ghost her again. That’s her choice, but she will leave because I won’t drag her deeper into this life.

      As I promise myself that, I look down at the table and find my fingers crossed. I snort. “I won’t do it.”
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      Thankfully, Sienna doesn’t try anything at night. I take care of some work, then get some necessary sleep before heading to the gym. I go over some business reports from our fronts as a formality, even though I trust my brothers to take care of the legal side of the business.

      I get through a shower in the bathroom off the sauna, enjoying the open space, the natural rock under my feet, and the smell of the live ivy on the opposite wall of the shower. Leaning back against the wall, I take a few breaths.

      The last time I did something as impulsive as stealing Sienna, I ended up disciplined to hell and back, yelled at while they cracked a metal ruler over my fingers. Then I’d been ignored, the constant follow-up to blatant disobedience in my household. My parents and older sister pretended I wasn’t there. The twins and Ana caught on.

      A one and done. I hadn’t disobeyed again. The same loyalty and obedience that I’d shown my family my whole life was why I missed that date with Sienna. I was seventeen, old enough to help with mafia business, and they ordered me to go on a mission.

      I rub my fingers across my scar. Maybe the gangs had known something was different, or that I was the person to aim for. I got lucky. My father had taken care of things while they rushed me to a hospital and put me back together.

      My phone beeps where it’s stacked with my clothes, a warning that Sienna’s left her room. Sighing, I soap up, rinse, then wrap a towel around my waist. I reach for my suit, then pause as a wicked idea swirls in my head.

      My phone shows Sienna on her way to the kitchen. Perfect.

      Leaving my clothes in a hamper, I whistle as I walk through the house, still dripping wet. My earned and decorative tattoos are all on display, including the intricate stars on my knees.

      I reach the kitchen and find Sienna standing there. She has her back to me in the pajamas I laid out for her. Her thighs are on display and I feel overdressed. I lick across my bottom lip as I savor the view.

      “I expect you for every meal,” she says in a pretend deep voice. “And the butthead doesn’t even show.”

      Arching an eyebrow and cocking my head to the side, a slow smirk spreads across my face.

      “And he leaves me nothing but this lingerie to sleep in, as if it’s reasonable. Out of touch, rich, spoiled-”

      I stand behind her, and she pauses as a bead of water drops on her back. Sienna stiffens, then turns around to look at me. Her words catch in her throat as she stares up at me, a blush spreading over her face. First it’s soft like sunrise, but goes full neon as she looks me over.

      “Lev,” she gasps.

      “Good morning to you too, Sienna. What was that about ‘out of touch, rich spoiled’? You were on a roll. Don’t let me stop you,” I encourage her.

      “You’re not ... dressed,” she says.

      “It’s my house. I enjoy being comfortable. I enjoy the freedom,” I answer.

      “But ... I’m here,” her eyes dip to the inside of my shoulder where a grinning skull with a knife and gun sits. “You didn’t have these before.”

      “I didn’t,” I agree, eyes darkening. “I told you things had changed.”

      Sienna’s eyes dip as she looks over my toned body. She stops at my abs, or maybe my happy trail. I grip the counter on either side of her and her eyes dart back up to me as she presses back, keeping an inch of space between her chest and mine.

      “Do you want to touch me, Sienna? You don’t have to be shy. You can even lick the water off my skin. Torture me if you want,” I invite her.

      Her mouth opens and closes for a moment. “It wouldn’t be torture for you.”

      Oh, it would. Feeling her tongue on my skin, her fingers tugging on my towel and not being able to touch her would be a kind of torture I’ve never faced. Heaven and hell rolled into one.

      “It would be, but you’re too sweet to torture me, aren’t you?” I ask, leaning forward. “Or is it that you don’t trust yourself enough to touch me? Would you beg for me to touch you, try to convince me to please you without adhering to our deal?”

      Her eyes sharpen. Sienna’s never liked being underestimated. She can’t resist a challenge. But I know it’s more than that. If I told her not to touch me, she’d do it in a heartbeat, just to prove no one controls what she does. She got that when we were younger–rebellious.

      She moves forward and licks across my chest, her tongue flattening over my nipple as she drags it across my skin. My breath catches as I watch her. She grips my towel rather than touching me as she licks to my shoulder, leaving a scorching heat in her wake.

      I’m instantly hard, a feat. She rocks back on her heels and glowers at me despite her dilated eyes and panting breath. “Make me coffee.”

      “There wasn’t a please in that statement, Sienna.”

      “You said you’d make me happy while I’m here,” she argues. “There’s not enough water on you to drink.”

      I step into her bubble and hiss as my erection rubs her lower belly. Her eyes widen, her lips part, and she looks down before meeting my gaze. “I said I wouldn’t touch you, not your clothing.”

      “Lev,” she says in a warning.

      “And I don’t appreciate that sass. It makes me want to punish you, just like last night.”
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      What the hell am I supposed to do with Lev?

      He grins a devious grin and twists me around by using my robe. I brace myself on the counter as Lev pulls on the robe, pulling my hips back so I’m pressed against his hard-on. Old fantasies play in my head, made all the darker by this situation.

      I just licked the man, thought about tugging his towel off and shoving him outside. But this ... he grinds against me and kisses across the silky fabric of the robe, the warmth of his mouth sinking into my skin in a dizzying way.

      Whatever soap he uses is nice. It’s musky, with some kind of leather and earth tones that are addictive. Not to mention the power and dark joy radiating from him. His lips part as he grinds against my ass again. “I could spank you through this.”

      “V-” I say.

      He brings his hand down on my ass. The thin fabric doesn’t do a thing to protect me and I gasp out loud as pain pulses across my ass. “Lev, only Lev. I don’t appreciate repeating myself, Sienna.”

      “Lev, why are you-”

      “You are attractive, sassy, walking around the house in clothes I picked out for you, and unafraid of me. It’s a turn-on,” he says as his teeth catch on the robe, but sink into my skin too.

      My eyes flutter shut and a little whimper teases the back of my throat. Desire sweeps through me, and I know I’m wet. I can’t remember the last time someone got me this crazy without kissing me, peeling my clothes off me, and whispering dirty things in my ear.

      Lev squeezes my ass hard and I feel his breath on my ear. “I claimed you as mine, Sienna. To every man in that room, to everyone they know, you are mine and that means you belong right here.”

      He jerks me back so his erection pushes between my thighs. I tremble and grip the counter tighter.

      “And you can have it all ... once you’re ready.”

      Just like that, he’s no longer touching me. I bite back the whine of disappointment before turning around. He gives me a knowing smile, the kind that belongs on the face of the devil himself.

      “I don’t want you,” I lie.

      He tsks. “Lying will get you ten spanks, not one.”

      “I don’t.” I lift my chin higher. “Tempt me all you want, Lev. You killed any attraction I had to you when you teased me with a date and didn’t show.”

      He cocks his head to the side, a smile disappearing as he measures me up. “What happened when I was gone?”

      “Ask your former friends. I bet even your brothers know,” I hiss. I glance around and narrow my eyes at him. “You can get me when breakfast is ready since I’m demanded at every meal.”

      Turning on my heel, I hurry up the stairs and to my room. I shut the door and slide down it.

      Hold on to the anger, Sienna, I tell myself.

      If I can do that, I won’t fall for him. I won’t get sucked up in that damn charm. I’ll make it out of here with my heart and sanity intact.

      I get through a shower to erase everything from this morning, but I can’t help thinking about Lev coming in and joining me. His enormous hands stroking over my skin as his mouth presses to my neck and shoulder. His low, husky voice in my ear, telling me how much he wants to please me, to fuck me, before going off in Russian.

      No! I won’t let that happen.

      I’m getting out of here and going back to my life. I know Lev. If anything, he’ll fuck me and toss me to the side. That will be the end of it. He’ll leave me heartbroken all over again, leave people laughing at me for being so terrible that I drove him away, for simply wanting him.

      I’ve accepted that love isn’t in the cards for me, but that doesn’t mean I’m going to just lie down for the man that proved lust and affection is all that rules the world. Especially when that same man is the one who made me feel so unlovable and undesirable in the first place.

      Going to the closet, I find plenty of clothes, but no underwear. I look through some drawers and find lingerie. It’s not cotton panties, it’s not the normal stuff I’d find at Walmart, it’s high-end, very pricy, lingerie. And they’re meant to be shown off.

      An idea worms its way into my head.

      Lev is attracted to me. He’s made that clear. He’s more than willing to tease me with ‘almost’ and spanking and abusing loopholes in the rules he set. Why can’t I do the same?

      “Just call it confidence building,” I tell myself aloud.

      Grinning, I pull on a red thong that has four delicate straps around the hips and a matching red bra that only covers half my breast, but has straps that outline the rest before a little line of fabric that connects to a loop like a collar. I pull it on and stare at myself.

      It’s not uncomfortable to wear, but I don’t feel like it belongs on me. My breasts are a little too big for the bra, so my nipples are barely hidden, and it feels wrong to wear something so sexy.

      “No, it’s not to seduce him. It’s to tease him. That’s all,” I say to my reflection.

      I pull on a white dress that has a plunging neckline and a short skirt. It’s a high-fashion sundress that isn’t thick enough to cover up the red lingerie. Nodding
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