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EVIL begins when you start to treat people as things...

A KIDNAPPING ISN’T how I expected to meet the woman of my dreams. 

But when my brother, intent on proving himself as the hardcore gangster he wants to be, comes up with the idea to kidnap the daughter of a powerful crime boss, I know I can’t stop him. And that’s how I meet Charlotte. 

Beautiful, intelligent, graceful – and hurting from the life she’s been trapped into living. She wants to get out of this world just as much as I do, and it doesn’t take long till we fall for each other, hard and fast. 

Except time is running out for both of us. 

If we’re going to be together, we need to act fast – and do something that we can never renege on...
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I PUSHED MY FOOD AROUND the plate in front of me. I didn’t much feel like eating. 

“Are you all right, darling?” my father asked me, leaning forward with concern. I felt Matt’s hand dig into my thigh under the table – not an affectionate gesture, but a warning. 

“I’m fine,” I told him quickly, plastering a smile on to my face. “Just...tired, that’s all.”

“What from?” He narrowed his eyes at me. He had every right to wonder. He knew that I didn’t do a whole hell of a lot around here, and that if something had gotten under my skin, he needed to know about it.

I took a deep breath, wishing that I could come out and tell him the truth. That I was exhausted because the man who was supposed to love me had taken out his anger on me the day before – that he had decided I’d come home too late for his liking and had left a bruise the length of his finger on my jaw, and I’d had to spend a half-hour putting makeup over it before I came out to meet with my father for lunch. If I had breathed a word of it, though, I knew that the grip on my leg would only have gotten harder, and I didn’t want to have to deal with the blowback if I told him what was truly happening here.

“Just wedding planning,” I replied as brightly as I could manage. “The venue that I had decided on fell through, so I had to find something else to fix that.”

“You need me to get in touch with them?” my father asked, and I could hear the edge to his voice that told me that the contact would be far from friendly. I had to stifle a giggle at the thought of it – him sending his thugs down to some bougie wedding planner to try and talk some sense into her. Yeah, I was sure that would go down a storm.

“No, I don’t, Daddy,” I assured him. “The wedding is still nine months away. We have plenty of time to get everything in order.”

“Right,” Matt replied, and he slid his arm along the back of my seat in a way that could have been mistaken for affectionate if you didn’t know better. I tried not to tense my shoulders and pull away from him on instinct. I had to convince everyone here that this was the very picture of a functioning relationship. Because if I didn’t...

If I didn’t, he would make me pay. And I didn’t want to deal with that. Not now. Not again.

That was the problem with Matt. He thought that the best thing he could do was convince everyone around him that he was in charge, convince them that he was a good partner to me and that my father had made the right choice in taking him into the family. He had already worked for my father for years by the time we got engaged – notice that I don’t describe it as a proposal, because it wasn’t. He went from being just some idiot that I avoided around the house at all costs to being my husband-to-be with no warning at all, and I was still resentful as hell that I’d had to go through all of that. Mad that my father had truly believed that I could be happy with a man as foul as him.

He could have just worked on his temper, put in some effort to not be as big of a shithead as he normally was, but that was never how it had worked for Matt. He was set in his ways, certain that he was going to take control of the empire by the time that my father stepped back from it; he saw himself as the next Lou, a young man dedicated to the game and willing to do anything to help the family.

As long as that family wasn’t me, of course. 

And at this point, even if he spent the rest of his life trying to make it up to me, I doubted that I would be able to get past everything that he had done. It was just too much, far too much to live with. I would never get over the memories of what he had done to me, the way he had treated me, the way he had touched me like I was nothing more than an annoyance to his life at large. I was a means to an end to him, and that meant that I didn’t deserve the respect that he would have given anyone else.

Even though I despised my engagement to this man, I couldn’t blame my father for setting me up with him. After all, he had no idea what Matt had done, what he was like. He had only ever seen him as a right-hand man, someone who had an answer to every question. My father hadn’t considered whether that would translate into a marriage or not.

Nine months. Less than a year. As Matt and my father talked, I found my mind drifting off, focusing on that number. So close. It was so close. And once I was married, I knew that I would be stuck with him for life. That was how it worked. He was never going to let me go, never going to let me leave him, because I was his assurance that he could never be booted from the family. My father was never going to get rid of his son-in-law, and that meant it was up to me to swallow his bad behavior and hope that I survived it.

The worst part of it was knowing that, even if I had come clean to someone about what he had done – even if I turned up to this lunch with bruises on my face, didn’t drape myself in scarfs and flowy clothes to cover up the reminders of what he had done to me, people would have found a way to prove that I was the one who had caused all of this. They would look at me and wonder what I had done or what I had failed to do to make him treat me like that, or they would have just outright denied that he was capable of it in the first place. If I could have grabbed someone by the shoulders, shaken them, told them that any man who got involved with this line of work out of choice clearly had no problem with violence, and that he wouldn’t be afraid to bring that violence home to the people he was supposed to love most...

“Charlotte?”

I looked up. My father was smiling at me. I knew that, despite it all, he did care about me – he did want me to be happy, even though sometimes it was hard for me to remember that. He didn’t know that the other man sitting at this table with us would push me off my feet the moment we were back through the door to our shared space if he thought that I hadn’t tried hard enough.

“Yes?” I replied, smiling quickly, shooting a furtive look at Matt and hoping that he wasn’t pissed at me. He was smiling, that rictus grin, the one that at least told me that I was doing the right thing. 

“Come by the house when you get the chance. We can talk some more about the wedding,” he replied. I nodded. I knew that he didn’t really care about the details of this wedding, but he was trying to connect with me. It would have been sweet if the thought of the wedding didn’t make me want to throw up what little I’d managed to have of my salad onto the ground in front of me. 

My father insisted on paying, and he dropped a kiss on my cheek before he guided me to the car. I knew that he wanted to ask me something, that he sensed something was off, but I didn’t have the words to tell him what it was. I never would. I knew he would never believe me, anyway. 

Matt drove us home, and I rested my head against the cool glass and peered out of the window as we drove. I didn’t want to be here. I knew that much. That was about the only thing in my life that I could rely on, that certainty that I wanted to get out of here, that sureness that I wanted to leave him and this life—get out for good.

We pulled up outside the house, and I followed him back inside, my heart beating hard in my chest as I went. If I had made a single mistake, whether I knew it or not, this was where I would find out. This was where he would make it clear that he wasn’t going to stand for my failures. 

But instead of confronting me, cornering me back against the door, he was focused on his phone by the time I got in. He was talking to another woman, I was sure of it – I checked his phone sometimes, when he was in the shower, and he constantly had stacks of borderline-illiterate conversations going on with women who didn’t even know he was engaged. It should have pissed me off, but if anything, it was a relief – I knew that he would be out of the house for a while when he was focusing on them, and at least I wouldn’t have to worry about his anger turning on me. 

“You did good today, baby,” he told me off-handedly. I hated when he called me that. The pet names sounded like threats or jokes coming out of his mouth, and I knew that I would never be able to hear them from someone else without thinking of the twisted way he said them. 

“I’ll be back later tonight. Don’t wait up,” he continued without lifting his eyes from his phone. I hoped that whoever was on the other end of that knew what they were getting– I hoped that she was going to be able to handle him. I knew that I got the worst of him, but at least that meant that I didn’t send him out into the world to do worse to other women. 

“Bye,” I muttered as he brushed past me again and out the door. A moment later, the house was quiet – and I couldn’t help but feel a rush of relief as the door clicked shut behind him.

This was the man that I was supposed to spend the rest of my life with. The man who was going to come home to me day after day, night after night. The one I would have to handle, no matter what. As I sank down on to the edge of the couch, inhaling the silence, the quiet, I knew that I was well and truly fucked. There was no way that I could get out of this wedding now. But if I went through with it, I would be tied to that fucker for life.

But I couldn’t see a way out of it. I had considered every path, every route that would have gotten me away from him, and nothing had brought me close enough to an answer to make me believe that I could escape. The only thing that I could hope for was the universe intervening to grant me freedom from this man, once and for all, and it had already left me for so long now that I doubted it was in any hurry to change
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