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        “At first, Rapunzel was terribly frightened when a man, such as her eyes had never yet beheld, came to her.”
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      I’m a captive princess in the highest tower of a castle in the sky.

      At least, that’s what it feels like. That’s what it always feels like. But today isn’t just another day of confinement. Today is a special kind of torture.

      “Turn just a bit, darling,” Adam, the skinny new photographer, says in a pretentious accent that I’m certain is entirely fake.

      I comply, and the motion makes the rhinestones on this frothy pink monstrosity of a ballgown catch the late afternoon light, setting them to sparkle like the tears I’m not allowed to shed.

      “Lovely, lovely,” Adam murmurs, apparently oblivious to the fact that I’ve taken two steps back in a desperate attempt to put distance between myself and the edge of the rooftop observation deck.

      For the briefest of moments, I wish I really were Rapunzel. But with my waist-length blonde locks twisted into an updo and held in place by ivory combs and a helmet of hairspray, I don’t have enough hair to get me down even one level, much less forty-three stories to the ground.

      Not that it would matter if I did. I could never go through with it. Already, panic threatens to claw at my throat. Already, the world beyond the rooftop reaches for me with invisible hands, waiting to drag me down, down, dow⁠—

      “Sasha!”

      My father’s voice slices through my thoughts, snapping me back to reality. I take five slow, deep breaths, telling myself that it’s fine. That despite my unsteadiness and the pangs of fear, I made the right decision not to take my meds this morning—and to flush them down the toilet in case Father sends someone up to my room to check my supply.

      The right decision, I tell myself again, with a glance toward Ruby Ryder, my best friend and personal assistant. We’ve been joined at the hip since we were twelve. That’s when she came to live with her grandmother, our housekeeper. Today, her job is ostensibly to hold makeup brushes and extra hairpins. In reality, she’s here to silently bolster me if I start to crumble under the weight of my new determination to wean myself off the damn pills Father and his cabal of doctors have forced down my throat since I was seven.

      Behind the photographer, Ruby grimaces as she holds up two fingers—a signal that my father is coming.

      Ice floods my veins. I turn to see him stalking toward me, weaving through the forest of light stands and electrical cords. His polished Italian shoes click against the roof tiles like a countdown. His face remains neutral—it always does when investors or clients are nearby—but I recognize the familiar fury blazing in his eyes and cringe back the moment he arrives at my side.

      “Do you have any idea how expensive this shoot is?” His voice is low, for my ears only. “How important this launch is? Dammit, girl. Everything I do for you—making you the face of this entire campaign, every privilege you live under, the time and money I spend getting you the proper medications—and you can’t be bothered to follow directions?”

      I want to tell him I’ve been standing here for hours. That I’ve barely eaten, much less had water. That the stupid dress weighs a ton, but I can’t sit down because, god forbid, it wrinkles.

      I’ve been the face of Reed Cosmetics since I was fourteen, my carefully cultivated image of fragile beauty serving as a cornerstone of my father’s brand. A perfect princess in her stunning tower.

      I hate it.

      I want to scream that I never asked for this. That I hate this role I’m forced to play. That I think the newest Dreams campaign is tacky and stupid.

      I want to rage that he knows the roof terrifies me, even with all the meds he forces down my throat. That he promised we’d shoot in our home’s elegant ballroom. That instead of the warm protection of four walls and familiar marble pillars, he’s positioned me three feet from a barely secure edge beyond which lies forty-three floors worth of terrifyingly empty space stretching in all directions.

      But I don’t say any of that. Not to Victor Reed, the man who fathered me. The man who repeatedly says he loves me. The man who just as frequently torments me. To him, I can only whisper, “Sorry, Daddy.”

      He sighs, checking his Patek Philippe Grandmaster watch with theatrical disappointment. “You know damn well we need these shots for the launch. The board is already questioning the budget.” He runs a hand through his perfectly styled silver-gray hair. “Fools, all of them. But they’ll change their minds when they see our market share.”

      He points a long finger at my face, so close I can see the manicured nail. “Mark my words, child. The fairy tale aesthetic is a genius maneuver on my part. Maybe they can’t see it now, but this campaign is gold. It’s going to push us ahead of Lucent.”

      Lucent.

      Just the name of the Grimm family’s cosmetics line makes my skin prickle. Sophisticated. Elegant. Dripping with class. Everything our campaign is not.

      The irony isn’t lost on me—how the vilest family in Manhattan creates the most beautiful products. They lie and cheat and steal to get what they want.

      And they kill.

      I fight the urge to hug myself as I think of my mother, now nearly twenty years in her grave. I was seven when my father told me Elias Grimm, the family’s monster of a patriarch, was the one I’d seen murder her. Worse, he’d gotten away with it. “That family has the police in their pocket,” Father had said.

      I was too young then to understand what that meant. I only knew the Grimm family had taken my mother from me—that because of them, I’d been left alone with my father, a monster of a different kind.

      And I swore that someday—somehow—I would get revenge on Elias Grimm and his entire clan.

      If this Dreams campaign had even the slightest chance of kicking Lucent’s marketing ass, I’d be all for it. But instead, we’re pushing something tasteless and stale—like poisoned apples wrapped in gold leaf.

      I say none of this out loud. Instead, I meet my father’s eyes. “We’ll get their market share, Father.” I say it because that’s what he wants to hear. And I’ll pay the price if I try to tell him anything else.

      He grunts, his expression thunderous. My insides tighten, only to loosen when Adam calls out, holding up his camera and gesturing for me to return to his side.

      I start to move, but my father’s hand closes around my upper arm. “We need to see that smile of yours, Sasha. That sparkle. This is about making dreams come true.”

      I lift my face to his and look deep into those emerald green eyes, so like my own. “I wouldn’t know about dreams coming true,” I say—but only in my head. I gave up on dreams long ago. Now, I have only nightmares. Except for that one lingering dream of escape.

      That’s a nightmare, too though, because I know it will never happen.

      What I say aloud is, “Yes, Daddy.”

      His mouth curves into a saccharine smile as he nods toward the onlookers. “Dreams,” he repeats, his voice booming as he sweeps his arm toward the banner hanging near the catering table. It bears the Reed Cosmetics logo and the campaign slogan: Make your dreams come true. “And aren’t dreams the reason we’re here?”

      I want to run, but I know my role in this twisted fairy tale. I rise on tiptoes, then kiss his cheek as the reporters’ cameras flash. When I settle back on solid ground, I aim a simpering smile at the onlookers, then hurry toward Adam so we can start the whole damn performance all over again.

      I hit my mark and strike the next pose, following Adam’s direction. For a few minutes, I manage to lose myself in the fantasy that I’m Rapunzel, trapped in a high tower, waiting for my prince.

      But too soon, the fantasy dissolves like mist. After all, I know better than to believe in fairy tales. I’m just a girl playing dress-up, and any rescuing will have to be done by me.

      Too bad I don’t have a clue how to make that happen.

      “A bit to your right,” Adam says, and I force my hesitant feet to move closer to the waist-high railing that separates the roof from the void. My insides go ice-cold as I move, and I wish desperately that I’d taken the damn meds. But I tell myself I’m safe—that I won’t go over. There’s a barrier now, unlike that horrible day when my mother died.

      A barrier and concrete firm under my feet. Solid. Sturdy. Safe.

      I won’t go over. I won’t fall. I won’t get lost in the vast oblivion.

      I gulp air, realizing I’ve forgotten to breathe. I stamp my foot, the heel making a sharp sound against the roof. Solid. All solid.

      Except it’s not.

      It’s all just atoms. The same atoms that make up the air, and air won’t keep me safe. Air is just something to get lost in. To fall through.

      “Tilt your chin up and smile.” I hear the edge in my father’s voice as he approaches from behind me. “Remember, you’re selling fairy tales.”

      I want to snap that I’m not. I’m selling makeup by being the frothy, pink, fake image of sanitized tales. Nothing like the stories the Grimm family used to publish centuries ago—dark and dangerous and cautionary.

      But since I’d have to be out of my mind to say that aloud, I force my lips into yet another practiced smile. Anything to finish this shoot. The sooner it’s over, the sooner I can get back inside.

      The thought calms me even as fresh terror rises—the promise of being safe inside clashing with the stark reality that I’m outside, with Central Park spreading below me like a verdant carpet. In this moment, I’m reminded of all the open space around me, and vertigo hits with a vengeance. My head swims, my stomach plummets, and I’m suddenly convinced I might float away untethered, tumbling down, down, down to shatter into a million pieces.

      It would be a relief. An escape.

      It would be over.

      No.

      I slow my breathing, settle back on my mark, and force my fear-stiffened body to strike the pose—even as I wish I hadn’t tossed the damn meds.

      So that I can cope, I imagine I’m painting this scene rather than living it. Creating depth and perspective on a flat canvas. Or coding sections of Elysium, my private virtual world where everything is under my control, and girls who tumble off buildings fly instead of fall.

      “Take three steps closer to the edge,” Adam calls. “I want the skyline rising behind you.”

      I glance in that direction. Three steps would put me right there, where even a deep breath could shift my balance and send me hurtling over.

      The possibility locks me in place. I can’t move. I’m frozen. Terrified. Ashamed.

      Then my father is beside me. “Quit being such a child,” he growls, pressing his hand to my waist and moving me closer to the void.

      No, no. Please, please no.

      I’m going to be sick. Surely, they don’t want to photograph me like this.

      I know he feels me trembling. I know he’s using this moment.

      Using my fear.

      But all he says is, “So lovely. The light hits your face perfectly here.”

      A wave of nausea crests over me and I spin toward him. “Father, I⁠—”

      “Do not embarrass me, Sasha.” His voice is low. Cold. Accusing.

      I look down at my shoes, hating this reminder that I need him. That I’m not strong enough for the world outside.

      I force myself to look up, expecting to meet my father’s stern, commanding eyes. Instead, I see the deep lines of his frown as he stares across the roof. I turn, following his line of sight.

      That’s when I see him.

      Liam Grimm.

      The devil’s spawn.
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      Him.

      Here at my shoot. The man who ripped out my soul just over three years ago.

      My stomach twists, and I fight the urge to vomit. I have no idea why he’s here, but he stands less than fifteen yards away, just past the small shed connecting the stairwell to the rooftop, watching as I pose and Adam clicks off shot after shot.

      His hair is the color of copper, highlighted by gold—so different from the raven-black hair of his father and brothers. Even from this distance, I can see his eyes—the palest of blue, like something supernatural. Something predatory.

      He wears his perfectly tailored dark suit as if he’s the one who should be in front of a camera. Or in a boardroom. Every inch of him radiates command, but this is no benevolent ruler. Liam Grimm is dangerous—just like his half-brothers. Just like his vile, outlaw of a father.

      Elias Grimm may be the person I despise most in the world. But his son Liam falls solidly into second place—not only because everything I’ve heard suggests he’s a chip off the old block, but also because of what happened at a charity gala three years ago. Words he whispered for my ears only. Words I’d anticipated would be sweet but turned sour and rotten. Taunts that I was nothing. That I’d tried to damage the launch of Lucent’s newest product by spreading lies.

      That I was my father’s little marionette doll who only knew how to dance the tune he played. And that, like my father, I would lie and cheat to get my way.

      I’d told myself he was only trying to hurt me—that he was the liar, not me. But it didn’t matter. He’d made me ashamed that I’d let myself crave him even for a moment. I’d wanted to lash out, to scream that he didn’t know me at all—but I knew him. Knew exactly what his family had done.

      Knew the blackness of their souls.

      But he’d slipped back into the crowd before I could find the words, much less my voice.

      Now, a shiver races up my spine. Part of me wants so desperately to escape that I consider leaping over the barrier and taking my chances with the air and atoms. But another part—some foolish, hidden part—can’t help being perversely intrigued. And the longer I watch him, the more I want to confront him and demand answers.

      I turn to where my father stands just out of camera range. “Why is he here? Why is there a Grimm at our shoot?”

      “Industry courtesy.” Father’s smile doesn’t reach his eyes. “I invited Elias to see our new campaign. I knew that bastard would send a proxy.”

      “You invited him? Why would you do that?”

      Father shrugs, his manner infuriating, given what Elias Grimm did to my mother. “I was curious to see who he’d send in his stead. Looks like Liam may be in the running to be the next CEO.”

      A dangerous smile tugs at his mouth as he turns to Adam. “Done?”

      “Yes, sir.”

      “Then get ready for the next set-up.”

      When Adam nods, Father turns his attention back to me. “And you go change before we lose the light.”

      He hurries away before I can ask another question. That’s probably for the best. I’ll confess—if only to myself and Ruby—to having lusted over Liam Grimm in the past. But that was before his whispered taunt … and nothing more than a fantasy.

      In the real world, Liam Grimm is not a man I care to know. Or to know anything about.

      Ruby hurries over with Mindy, the wardrobe coordinator, and despite the urge to look back, I keep my eyes forward as I follow them into the small tent that serves as a changing room. “Did you see him?”

      I grimace. “Father invited him. Can you believe that?”

      Ruby’s mouth twists, but since Mindy’s pulling a dress over my head, I miss the rest of her expression. The rustle of stiff material blocks out her words, too.

      “… surprised.”

      “What?” I say, catching only the tail end.

      “I said that considering the circumstances, I’m not too surprised. That your dad invited him, I mean.”

      “The circumstances?” Clearly, my bestie has lost her marbles. “He’s a competitor. Giving him early access to our ad plans? It might be a stupid campaign, but that doesn’t mean Father should⁠—”

      Ruby holds up a hand. “What are you talking about?”

      “Liam Grimm,” I say with a glance toward Mindy, who looks uninterested. “His father murdered my mother, remember? Their Lucent brand is Reed Cosmetic’s biggest competitor. Ringing any bells?”

      She cocks her head, her forehead furrowed. “All sorts of bells. But what does that have to do with⁠—?”

      “Father invited Liam Grimm to the shoot,” I snap. “How can you not think that’s insane?”

      “Wait. What?” She gapes at me. “Liam Grimm? Your dad invited Liam Grimm?”

      “Yes! What have we been talking about?”

      She runs her fingers through her tumble of auburn curls. “I had no idea. It’s just him, right? None of his brothers?”

      “Just him,” I assure her. Years ago, Ruby made the mistake of dating Leo, the youngest and wildest of the Grimm brothers. To say it hadn’t ended well would be the understatement of the century.

      “But if you weren’t talking about Grimm,” I ask, “then who …”

      “Desmond Bane.” The name hangs in the air like icicles as Mindy extricates me from the rest of my princess garb.

      I shudder. “Why were you talking about him?”

      “Duh. He’s here.”

      Bile rises in my throat. Desmond Bane is a walking horror movie with the Midas touch.

      Everyone in my family’s social circle knows he’s the vilest human on the planet—and that he’s had a thing for me since I was fourteen.

      Seeing him here on the day of my shoot is really not a good sign.

      I’m in only a bra and panties now, and I yank a robe off the rack, waving away Mindy and the hanger overflowing with the next costume.

      “Back up,” I say to Ruby as I slip on the robe and tighten the belt, as if the flimsy silk could provide any real protection. “Tell me all of it.”

      Ruby shrugs. “That’s all I know. He’s here. He’s an investor, right? So I guess it makes sense.”

      “Has he been talking with Father?”

      “Mostly he’s been watching you and rubbing his hands together like some creepy, evil mastermind.”

      I shudder. She’s exaggerating the evil mastermind part—probably—but that doesn’t change the fact that Desmond Bane has a reputation for breaking his toys. And his favorite toys are his ex-wives and mistresses.

      “Father’s probably convincing him to invest another mil or two,” I say, as much to convince myself as Ruby.

      “An investment,” Ruby repeats, as Mindy helps me into the next wearable torture device. “That must be it.” Ruby’s frown suggests she doesn’t believe it. Then again, maybe she’s frowning at my outfit—yet another overly sugary princess dress.

      I scowl, then poke her.

      “Ouch!”

      “What aren’t you telling me?”

      “I—it’s probably nothing. Okay!” she adds when I give her the look. “It’s just that earlier today, Anita told me that he had a breakfast meeting with your father in the small dining room. She was the one serving them, and you know how they talk when the help’s around, like Anita’s invisible and stupid. So she heard a lot when she wasn’t back in the kitchen.”

      “And?”

      “They were talking about tomorrow’s gala. She said your father mentioned some big announcement.”

      “About what?”

      She shakes her head. “I don’t know. Not for sure.”

      “Not for sure?” I repeat. “That means you think something.”

      “Just—Desmond’s been hot for you since forever, and your dad wants access to his bank account.”

      “And you think, what? That Father’s going to sell me? Money in exchange for a ring on my finger?” That’s absurd. Except it’s not, and Ruby knows it, too.

      She drags her fingers through her curls. “It’s only—Sasha, I’ve got a really bad feeling. Can you get out of going to the gala?”

      I just cock my head. She knows the answer as well as I do.

      She lets out a long breath. “Well, at least I’ll be there, too.”

      I nod, remembering that she’s going to be working as a waiter for the catering service. “It’s probably nothing,” I say, but even as I speak the words, I know they’re wrong. With my father, it’s never nothing.

      He has some horrible new plan for me. Which means that tomorrow night, I need to be ready for anything.

      Mindy ducks out of the changing tent and I’m about to follow, but Ruby tugs me back. “So? How are you feeling? You ditched them, right? Do you feel any different yet? Everything I read said it might take a while to get out of your system.”

      I’d read the same thing, and so far, it’s true. I tell her how my phobias feel more potent—heights and open spaces. It’s harder to stand where the photographer wants than it was the last time we shot on the roof. “But I feel more … I don’t know … here, I guess. It comes and goes. One minute I feel grounded, and the next, I almost feel like I’m floating. I think that’s normal, though, because there’s still crap in my system.”

      “Well, if anything feels really off, you take them, okay? Your father’s an ass, but surely even he wouldn’t pump you full of drugs you don’t really need.”

      “I’m fine,” I say, which isn’t an answer at all. But this isn’t the time or the place to tell her she’s wrong. Besides, she already knows it. She just doesn’t want to believe that anyone would drug his own daughter just to make her more obedient.

      And maybe he’s not. I don’t have any solid proof. Just the way I feel when I take the meds compared to when I don’t. And not just about how I feel. On the few days I’ve risked going without my meds, I’ve come close to remembering my mother. Not just the horrible day when she died, but snuggly moments on the couch and laughing moments as we played games on the floor.

      I want those memories back all the time. And I know it’s the meds that are keeping them away.

      But Ruby’s right. Nobody would drug their own child without a good reason. So something must be wrong with me. Either that, or something is very wrong with Father.

      Finally, I can’t hide out in the changing tent any longer, so with Ruby beside me and Mindy holding the dress’s train, I head back into the open. Sure enough, there’s Desmond, tall and sandy-haired, with the blank good looks of old money. He’s attractive if you don’t know anything about him. And if you don’t look into those dangerous golden eyes.

      “He keeps glancing this way,” I murmur.

      Ruby cocks her head, indicating the other side of the roof. “So does Liam Grimm.”

      I risk another look at Grimm, now standing mere inches from the barrier. For one horrible moment, I imagine the barrier breaking and him falling, falling, falling into the void.

      I gasp, surprised when I realize Ruby’s holding my arm. I can see from her face that I’d fallen into the fear again and almost let it drown me.

      But what baffles me is that it was the vision of Grimm tumbling over that had pushed me deep inside myself. After all, it’s not as if I care if he lives or dies.

      Frowning, I turn just enough to see him, still casually flirting with that terrifying void. He’s chatting with the art director, but his head turns toward me as if he’s caught my scent. I meet his eyes, then stumble, shocked by the zing of electricity that seems to sizzle across my skin.

      The man’s an arrogant asshole, but there’s something about him. Something both compelling and terrifying about this man who flirts with the edge. Who can look into the abyss and not fall.

      Or maybe he’s already fallen. The man truly is a devil, after all.

      “You okay?”

      I turn to find Ruby studying me. We’ve arrived at the makeup tent, and as I sit in the chair, Ruby puts her hand on my shoulder. “What is it?”

      “Just tired,” I lie. “I’ll be fine.”

      She doesn’t look convinced, but she doesn’t press. Soon enough, the makeup artist drapes me, and I’m grateful to have something else to think about. She adds more glitter to my cheeks, and I can’t help but swallow a sardonic smile. I’m twenty-six years old, shooting an ad for cosmetics aimed at adults, and I’m being dressed like a third grader’s fantasy of a fairy princess. It’s one of those moments where you either laugh or cry.

      Or throw yourself off a roof.

      “Places in five,” Adam’s assistant announces, and the moment I’m released from the makeup chair, I head toward the refreshment table. I want one of the bagels slathered in cream cheese, but until we wrap, I’m allowed nothing but water or apple juice. Can’t risk staining my teeth, spilling on my dress, or—god forbid—bloating.

      I’m sipping juice through a straw when I feel a tingle up my spine. The kind of sensation that warns you of danger. That survivors will say protected them from the car that jumped the curb or kept them from getting on the plane at the last minute.

      When I look up, I see the danger staring back at me, predatory and calculating. Liam Grimm. Something dark and magnetic pulls me toward him, and I’m by his side before I can stop myself.

      “Mr. Grimm,” I say, my voice as sharp as steel. “It’s been three years. Have you finally come up with some new insults to toss at me?”

      His mouth curves into something predatory. “Ms. Reed. Still playing dress-up for the man who owns you?”

      I stiffen, hating that his words mirror how I’ve been feeling all day. Victor Reed’s pretty little dress-up doll.

      “I see your daddy’s still sending you off to sniff out the competition. I guess that makes you little more than an errand boy.” I flash my most charming smile. “Not surprising. Lucent’s a diamond. And Daddy wouldn’t want to give too much responsibility to someone who’s nothing more than ordinary quartz.”

      It’s a low blow, but he deserves it. After he cut me off at the ankles three years ago, I made a point of learning more about Liam Grimm. Including that he’s the product of an affair, that his birth mother is dead, and that except for Leo, his brothers and stepmom haven’t exactly welcomed him into their loving embrace.

      I watch his face as I speak, but I see nothing. No twitch in his cheek. No darkening of his eyes. No narrowing of his gaze. As far as I can tell, my words haven’t fazed him at all.

      Well, damn.

      “You’re hardly one to speak of quartz, Ms. Reed. Especially since we both know your campaign is a far cry from a jewel.” His eyes move slowly over me, and for a moment, I’m lost, trapped in the power of that dark, commanding gaze.

      Trapped, yes. But at the same time, I have no desire to break free. Not yet.

      And that is what makes Liam Grimm truly terrifying.

      I draw a breath and lift my chin. “Like what you see?”

      The corner of his mouth quirks up, revealing a dimple that softens the hard planes of his face. My body relaxes, unwittingly sliding into complacency by the hint of compassion I think I see in his eyes.

      He glances down, then lifts his gaze slowly, his eyes moving over me like a caress, the sensation so oddly intimate that I can barely breathe. When he meets my eyes, I see a hint of warmth there. But that heat turns frigid as he holds my gaze, the frost cold enough to make me shiver.

      Then he takes a single step backward and, with a slow movement of his hand, indicates the hideous ball gown. “You’re wearing the proof of your father’s debasement. That man will steal and destroy anything.” His eyes once again sweep over the gown. “Even my family’s legacy.”

      I hear the hard edge of fury in his voice and have to bite my tongue to keep from shouting that I hate it, too. The ridiculous fluff that makes up the dreams we’re selling.

      But I won’t say it. I won’t align myself with this man in any way. Not after what he said. What his family’s done.

      I blink, trying to force back tears as I think of my mother. Of the night when Elias Grimm crept up to the roof. The night when I watched helplessly as he sent her tumbling over the edge as my father tried to grab her in time to save her.

      But it was no use. She was gone. Down, down, down into the void.

      I shiver, then hug myself, trying not to think of the fear she must have felt. I’d been only seven, and my mother had been my world.

      The Grimm family had taken her from me.

      I force myself to stand straighter, then take a single step toward him. “Your father is a monster,” I say. “Do you think I don’t know what he did? What he took from me?”

      His eyes narrow, and for a moment, I think he’s going to simply walk away. Then he lifts his chin, and something savage flashes in those cold, blue eyes. He leans in, close enough that I can feel his breath against my ear. “Careful, Princess. The villain in one tale is often the victim in another.”

      A twitch of dread runs up my spine, and I step back. I know only one thing for certain about Liam Grimm—the man is at least as dangerous as Desmond Bane. And yet, for some inexplicable reason, I’m drawn to his flame. “Stay away from me.”

      He meets my eyes, and my breath catches. Then he nods, just a single tilt of his head. “As you wish.”

      He takes a step away from me, then another. And then, despite my own better judgment, I blurt, “Why are you really here?”

      He turns back slowly, and I want to kick myself when I see victory painted all over his face. “To see the girl who haunts my dreams,” he answers, his voice dropping to a dangerous register. “To watch the daughter of the man who destroyed my mother be paraded around like a porcelain doll.”

      “Destroyed?” I shake my head. “That never happened. It was your family⁠—”

      “Better be careful, Princess,” he says, moving closer, trapping me by nothing more than the force of his presence. “Accusations can be as dangerous as a blade.”

      Before I can stop myself, I slap him, the crack of palm against cheek startlingly loud. He catches my wrist before I can pull away, his grip like iron, his eyes blazing.

      “That fire,” he murmurs, his thumb pressing against my racing pulse. “That’s not your father in you. That’s all Lydia. And your father extinguished her fire, too.”

      “Don’t you dare say my mother’s name.”

      “I’ll do or say whatever⁠—”

      Ruby appears suddenly, breaking the moment. “They’re waiting,” she says, her voice like ice and her eyes on Grimm.

      He releases me slowly. Deliberately. “Enjoy your tower while it lasts, Rapunzel,” he says, then leans forward to whisper in my ear. “Because one way or another, I’m going to tear it down. And you’ll have to decide if you’re falling or flying.”

      My skin burns where he touched me, as if I’ve been branded. Walking back to my mark, I can feel his eyes tracking me—a predator assessing his prey.

      I take my position at the edge, the vast openness beyond the barrier no longer the most terrifying thing on this rooftop. That distinction now belongs to the savage current flowing between me and the man my father raised me to hate—a current that feels dangerously like desire.

      My father positions himself where he can watch both me and Grimm, his scowl deep. Desmond stands beside him, his predatory gaze making me want to scrub my skin raw in a boiling bath.

      “Come on people,” Adam calls, his camera already clicking. “We’re wasting the light.”

      Immediately, I twirl, flashing my brightest smile. What choice do I have? I’m the princess in this story, after all. The innocent virgin lost in the woods and trapped between two monsters.

      There’s no way out. Not for me. Because real fairy tales don’t end with happily ever after. They end with blood and teeth and pain.

      And I’m beginning to wonder if I’m the heroine of my own story—or the sacrifice.
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      The princess costume lies crumpled on the Calacatta Gold marble floor, the deflated pink fantasy stark against the opulent gold and gray veins that run through the stone. I’d dropped it there hours ago after Ruby helped me escape its clasps and ties before heading off to check on her grandmother.

      For a moment, I stand over it, fighting the urge to tear the gossamer fabric into satisfying ribbons. But what would be the point? Another gown would simply appear tomorrow.

      I yank open my closet, then bypass the Victor Reed-approved outfits as I reach for the back corner where I keep my real wardrobe. I pull out black leggings and an oversized NYU sweater that Ruby smuggled in for me last year. But even after I’ve changed into the comfy, familiar clothes, I can’t seem to settle. Instead, I find myself pacing my beautiful prison with its hand-painted murals and imported drapes that cover the line of windows overlooking a view I’m too terrified to see.

      I’m edgy and antsy, and I don’t know why. Maybe it’s the meds working their way out of my system. Maybe it’s just the never-changing drudgery of a life lived almost exclusively in this room on the forty-second floor.

      I don’t know. All I know is that I’m more antsy than usual, so I pick up the in-house phone and call Ruby.

      By the fifth ring, I remember that Ruby had plans to go to a movie with some friends from college this evening. She’d invited me, but Father had said no. An evening out following a full day of work was too strenuous for someone with my conditions and phobias.

      Bastard.

      I pace the room, trying to decide if I’d rather paint or play in Elysium. But neither is what I want. Not right now. Honestly, I want to be out with Ruby, living the kind of life twenty-somethings live on television—out in the world, surrounded by friends, falling in love and kissing in dark corners.

      That, however, isn’t on tonight’s agenda—or, most likely, the agenda planned out for, oh, the next seventy or so years.

      When I can no longer stand the loneliness, I slip into the hallway and navigate the familiar route to the service stairs. The penthouse residence occupies floors forty-one to forty-three of Reed Tower, with the forty-first floor dedicated to staff quarters, laundry, and the main kitchen. It’s also where Ruby shares small but comfortable rooms with her grandmother Birgit, our head housekeeper.

      I consider popping in to say hello to Birgit, who’s a surrogate grandmother to me, but it’s past ten, and I know she must be asleep. Instead, I head straight to my goal—the express service elevator that goes directly from this lowest penthouse floor all the way down to the public lobby of Reed Tower.

      This floor is quieter, more comfortable. And mostly free from the ornate touches that dominate the main living areas. Here, the building’s original details remain—geometric patterns in the woodwork, chrome and brass accents that gleam like forbidden treasures, and other charming details.

      I pause at a window and force myself to look out at the city. I know the thick glass and bricks are protecting me. But even so, my stomach quivers as Manhattan’s lights form a glowing tapestry against the night sky.

      Out there, people walk freely, unafraid of the vastness around them. People like Liam Grimm, who stood fearless at the edge of the roof today, as if daring the void to claim him.

      Will I ever be strong enough to do that? Or am I truly as fragile as my father and doctors say I am?

      I force the question out of my mind, afraid I won’t like the answer.

      As I continue down the corridor, I pass one of the housekeepers. She nods respectfully, but I catch the sympathy in her eyes. The staff know more about life in Reed Tower than my father realizes. They see everything—including, I suspect, how he treats me when cameras aren’t rolling.

      A few more corners rounded, and I reach the service elevator. As soon as it arrives, I get on, punch in my code, then press the button for the lobby.

      The car doesn’t move.

      I repeat the process, cursing Gerald, the head maintenance man who’s supposed to make sure the elevators are always working seamlessly. Again, nothing.

      I’m about to press the call button when a voice pops out from the intercom. “May I help you, Miss Reed?”

      “Hey, Edward.” I’m trying to get down to the lobby. I want to take a walk in the walled garden.”

      “I’m sorry, Miss. The lobby’s restricted tonight.”

      “I didn’t see a memo about a restriction. Are the floors being waxed?”

      “No, Miss. Your father’s orders. He doesn’t want you outside this evening.”

      “I see,” I say, reining in my temper. If I lose it, Daddy Dearest will hear all about it in under five seconds. “I just want to enjoy a bit of fresh air before I go to sleep. I’m not even going to the pond. Just the walled garden.”

      The pond is exactly what it sounds like, a lovely pond that houses ducks and turtles and any number of other creatures. It’s surrounded by well-tended grass with a walking path. And Edward is right—it’s not someplace I can go by myself, especially not at night, with that endless black void hanging over my head as I try to keep myself whole and sane, even as the empty space around me tries to pull me apart.

      I shiver just thinking about it. Definitely not on tonight’s menu.

      “I’m sorry,” Edward says. “But you know I can’t authorize it.”

      “But it’s a room. It was literally built for me. Flowers. Plants. A table and chair I picked out when I was ten, and all of it set up behind a wall.”

      “I understand,” he says again, and this time I’m certain I hear pity. “But I can’t let you come down tonight. Not against your father’s orders.”

      I want to jam my hand right through the damn speaker panel, but I don’t. I also don’t say another word to Edward, which is bitchy since it’s not his fault, but I’m in an edgy mood and I just don’t give a fuck.

      It occurs to me that I’m usually much more chill. The meds.

      Makes sense. Why would my father want to fight with his bitchy daughter when he can keep her mellow?

      Oh, God.

      Is this really my life?

      I stomp back up to my room, but since I’m in my bare feet, the stomping is less than satisfying. I’m about to flip on the television just to have the company of human voices, but for some reason, the campaign’s catchphrase echoes in my head: Make your dreams come true.

      What about my dreams? The ones that will never become reality if I’m trapped in this suite, in this tower? If my father is feeding me drugs?

      And what will happen if Father learns that I’m not taking them anymore? Because as of today, I am officially done.

      He’ll put them in your food. Your water. If he figures out you’re defying him, you’ll never have a choice again.

      For a moment, it occurs to me that maybe I’m spinning out. Maybe I really do need all these drugs, and if I stop taking them, the world will crash around me and swallow me whole.

      But I have to try. I have to at least take a shot at making my dreams come true.

      Back in my suite, I hurry to the far window, the one that opens onto the fire escape. Reed Tower is an architectural landmark, completed during the last great surge of Art Deco construction in Manhattan and renamed by my father. A monument to his ego disguised as respect for history.

      The wrought iron fire escape is an original feature. Ornate. Sturdy. And a potential route to freedom.

      It takes a moment for my trembling fingers to pull aside the drape and unlatch the window. Then another few moments as I take five deep breaths, rush to raise it, then take two protective steps back.

      Cool night air rushes in, carrying the distant sounds of the city below—honking horns, fragments of music, and the constant ambient hum of millions of lives being lived beyond these walls.

      I desperately want to be among them.

      Do it.

      I inch forward

      Do it now.

      I hold my breath, moving fast as I force one leg through the opening, then the other, until I’m sitting on the windowsill, the metal grating of the fire escape just inches below my feet and my heart pounding so hard my chest aches.

      But I’m here. I’m halfway outside. Halfway into becoming part of the world.

      All I have to do is step out.

      One simple step.

      Then I look down.

      The city sprawls beneath me, a glittering void. My breathing accelerates, but I can’t get enough air. Spots dance before my eyes as the familiar grip of panic tightens around me.

      Central Park stretches northward like a deep, dark, mouth, ready to consume me. Buildings rise on all sides, the emptiness between them vast and consuming.

      The void whispers to me, the awful vastness ready to swallow me whole.

      My body freezes. I’m locked in the space between imprisonment and freedom, utterly paralyzed.

      You’re not strong enough for freedom.

      My father’s words slither through my mind. I want to shake them off, but he’s right. I’m weak. I’m broken. I’m exactly what he’s made me.

      With a strangled sob, I wrench myself back through the window, slamming it shut before sinking to the ground.

      I stay there, knees pulled to my chest, until my breathing steadies and the panic fades to a familiar background hum. Then I haul myself up and retreat to the one place where I still have some control. The only place in the whole damn tower that is truly—mostly—mine.

      My studio occupies the northeast corner of my suite, where the morning light is best. Canvases and paint dominate one half, while my custom-built computer system commands the other.

      I stand before my easel, where an unfinished cityscape waits. It’s a view of Manhattan from above, but unlike the actual view from my windows, this one doesn’t terrify me. On canvas, I control the perspective, the depth, the vastness. On canvas, I can look down at the world without fear of falling into it.

      My hand hovers over my palette, but the colors seem wrong tonight, flat and lifeless. The painting won’t save me. Not today.

      I turn instead to my computer, powering it up with a sense of desperate need. This tricked-out machine is the one concession my father grants me without question. Perhaps because technology serves as another barrier between me and the real world. Or maybe he understands I need some form of escape, even if it isn’t real.

      As soon as I’ve typed in the complex series of passwords, Elysium materializes on my screen—not a game but a world. My world. With verdant landscapes and clear blue skies. The one place where I make the rules, where gravity is optional, and doors can open anywhere I imagine. A place where I can touch and be touched. Where I’m not locked away like some virginal princess awaiting sacrifice.

      I’ve been building Elysium since I was fifteen, teaching myself coding through online courses and programming books Ruby smuggles past my father’s watchful eyes. What began as a tiny virtual garden has evolved into an intricate realm of impossible architecture and breathtaking landscapes, all stored on off-site servers and protected by a series of passcodes that I’m sure my father can’t hack.

      I forgot to charge the headset and bodysuit that lets me fully experience Elysium, so tonight I’ll be in my virtual home only on the flat screen. That, however, is better than not visiting at all, and I eagerly navigate to the central castle—a structure nothing like Reed Tower. Inside, I’ve built rooms that couldn’t exist in the real world—spaces that defy physics, chambers that expand beyond their apparent dimensions, and staircases that twist into impossible geometries.

      In Elysium, I’m free and unafraid.

      I send my avatar to the castle’s highest tower, where Lydia tends a garden of digital stars. I’ve given her my mother’s name and features, or at least what I’ve seen in photos: laughing blue eyes and a dimple on her left cheek. Sometimes, I pretend it’s really her, watching over me in this world I’ve created.

      “Hello, Vale darling,” digital-Lydia says, calling me by my avatar’s name. “What shall we build today?”

      In answer, I start creating a dark tower with pale blue windows. A man stands to one side, his face shrouded in shadows. But I know him. A dark prince who has visited my realm for over a year. A passionate lover who has yet to reveal himself fully to me.

      For months, he only watched me. Then he came closer, and closer still, until finally, we began to walk the paths of my realm together. He refused to tell me his name, saying only that he was a prince in a far-off kingdom. He told me that it was my privilege to name him, and I did—Prince Killiam the Noble.

      He’d smiled at that, his shadowed mouth curving just slightly.

      I’d tried to see beyond the shadows—hell, I’d tried to alter the code—but I’d utterly failed to learn more about this prince I crave. I only know that the AI that I wove into this world built him for me, this prince who has become my forbidden lover. A passionate man who fulfills all my fantasies in this illicit affair. A romance that will prove deadly if we are discovered.

      The king won’t allow his princess to be touched by a rogue prince, after all.

      My fingers dance on the keys, and I—Vale—hurry closer, bounding across the open field, taking care to ensure that my father, the king, isn’t watching.

      I crave him, this prince who calls to Vale. To me. We know that he’s forbidden, and yet we’re powerless to resist his touch. His kisses.

      My heart pounds, my breasts ache, and a delicious warmth teases between my legs. I slide my hand down, my breath coming ragged, but this isn’t me—it’s Vale, and I ease my avatar closer, drawn by the intensity of this man who never wavers. This prince who has claimed me so deliciously, so thoroughly.

      Closer, then closer still.

      A screech rents the sky, and I look up to see my pet dragons circling above, ready to incinerate anything that might threaten me. I lift a hand to wave them off. My prince would never harm me.

      But the dragons remain, their enormous wings sending shock waves through the air as I move close enough to finally, truly glimpse my prince.

      Except he’s gone—a solid man one moment, then a column of mist the next.

      My fingers freeze on the keys, my heart pounding with frustration and foiled desire.

      Dammit.

      I was so close. So close to learning what I crave. What I want.

      I don’t trust my dreams in the real world—they’re too tinged with my father’s orders and demands. But in Elysium … that’s where I see the real me reflected back.

      I need that.

      I need to see who really hides behind the shadows.

      Because in the real world, it’s Liam Grimm who has slipped into my fantasies, and that can’t be right. Because other than my father, he is the man I hate most of all.

      “Dammit!” I cry again as I slam the top down on my computer. What the hell is wrong with me?

      The answer comes in my father’s voice: You’re a beautiful, broken, sick little girl who men will try to take advantage of. Who needs her father to watch over her. Who needs a strong, guiding hand. Trust your daddy, Princess. I’ll take care of you. I’ll keep you safe from the dark things in the world.

      Except he won’t. My father is the dark thing, and I’m trapped here with him, where no one can hear me scream.
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      The Beautify Manhattan Gala is held at the Pershing, a stunning hotel with marble floors and gilded everything. Major players in the industry circle each other like wolves in designer clothing, all pretending to like each other while jockeying for position.

      My father guides me through the room, his hand resting possessively on my lower back. “Showtime, darling,” he murmurs.

      I want to break away from his touch, but I know the kind of punishment that awaits me if I’m anything other than the perfect cosmetics princess tonight. Slightly aloof and pristinely elegant. A walking aspiration rather than a real woman.

      Too bad for me, I’m as real as they come, complete with fears that are determined to set me up to fail as the space both stretches and contracts around me. The room is too open, too exposed, and all of my breath seems determined to escape, leaving me weak and helpless on my father’s arm. Which is the last place I want to be.

      No.

      I force in a breath, then slowly release it, all the while regretting not taking my meds again today. What I’d intended as an act of defiance against my father was really me sabotaging myself.

      Stop it. This is just a party. Just one more event for Father to show me off. Nothing new here. Nothing I haven’t done a million times over.

      “Sasha?”

      I hear the edge in his voice, and I’m certain he knows I’m spiraling.

      But I’m not. I can’t. I won’t.

      Not because of the punishment he’d surely render, but because I refuse to embarrass myself that way.

      With more effort than it took to get into this damn dress, I lift my face and smile at him. “Lightheaded,” I say. “I should have had a bite before we left home.”

      For a moment, I think he’s going to call me on the lie. Then he lifts his hand, signaling a waiter who comes over with a tray of small crystal plates topped with fruit and cheese.

      I’m not hungry, but I thank both the waiter and my father. And, of course, I eat the fruit, using the tiny fork as my father continues to parade me through the room, showing me off to anyone looking in our direction.

      Once I’ve finished the snack, Father steers us toward Desmond Bane, standing among a cluster of men, all in tuxedos. He’s talking to Leo Grimm, the youngest of the five brothers. And, possibly, an even bigger asshole than Liam Grimm. He’s got a lanky build and a relaxed manner, but that’s just the exterior of a cold, calculating, and dangerous man. I should know—I was the one who held Ruby’s hand when he so brutally betrayed her six years ago.

      I glance around, wondering if the rest of the brothers are on site, but I don’t see them. Good. I’ve had more than enough of the Brothers Grimm lately.

      My relief fades when Desmond sees us. He smiles as he stalks toward me, slow and proprietary. I shiver, suddenly feeling as if he’s the hunter and I’m his prey.

      “Sasha,” he says, taking my hand and pressing his lips to it. His mouth is hot and damp against my skin, and when he releases my hand, I have to fight the urge to wipe it clean against the folds of my dress.

      “It’s so good to see you,” I say, forcing a smile.

      “You as well. You look exquisite as always.” His eyes graze over me with such a proprietary leer I actually shudder.

      I conjure my most party-ready smile. “Please excuse me. I’m sure you two have business to discuss, and I should mingle.”

      My father’s expression tightens, but he can hardly make a scene.

      The further away I move, the easier it is to breathe, and by the time I’ve weaved through the clusters of Manhattan’s elite and spotted Ruby, I feel like myself again. She’s serving champagne when she sees me, then nods toward one of the balconies.

      I reach it before she does, finding it mercifully empty. Despite the height, I feel less anxious out here than inside. The openness of the night sky is somehow less threatening than the ballroom with Desmond’s watching eyes.

      Even so, I stand away from the railing, my back to the stone wall and my eyes closed.

      I hear the door open, glad Ruby’s finally here.

      But it’s not Ruby who speaks.

      “Running away again, Ms. Reed?” The voice is deep, masculine, and disturbingly familiar. A tremor runs through me that has nothing to do with fear, but everything to do with danger.

      I open my eyes, turning to see Liam Grimm shut the door behind him before striding across the narrow balcony. He turns his back to the rail so that he’s facing me, the black void of sky and city looming behind him.

      He stands straight, his posture almost arrogant in a black tuxedo that fits his broad shoulders perfectly. His copper hair gleams in the dim light, like fire against the inky-black sky. A dark prince. Dangerous and compelling.

      I swallow, unsure if it’s the void that disturbs me or the man. I lift my chin, forcing myself to meet his eyes. “Following me again?”

      “Escaping the tedium.” He’s holding a small plate with a bowl of melted chocolate and several thin, cylinder-shaped cookies. He dips one end of a cookie in the chocolate, then puts it in his mouth, sucking the chocolate off in a way that goes straight between my thighs. Then he bites off the end of the cookie, making me jump as if being released from a dream.

      He smiles, his eyes roaming slowly over me, as he holds out the plate. “Care for one?”

      “I—no, thank you. I don’t eat sweets.”

      “Don’t? Or you’re not allowed?”

      I say nothing.

      “Too bad. I was looking forward to watching you … enjoy yourself.”

      I lift my chin. “If you don’t mind, I came out here to be alone.”

      “You came out here to meet with Ruby. But I believe she’s tied up at the moment.”

      I stiffen. “How do you⁠—”

      “That’s quite the statement you’re making with your attire,” he says, his eyes grazing over the virginal white tent of material that practically screams storybook princess. “Your father’s choice?”

      I should be relieved that he knows I didn’t pick the hideous thing. But he’s making me so edgy that I snap instead. “What makes you say that?”

      Something flickers in his eyes—understanding, perhaps. Or calculation. “Your father has always been a master at manipulation.”

      “Care to elaborate, Mr. Grimm?”

      Instead of answering, Grimm pushes away from the rail and steps toward me. Close. Too close. His scent—dark and primal—envelops me. And the heat from his body mingles with the cool night air, making the space between us seem charged with electricity.

      “Tell me, Sasha, has your father said anything to you about his plans for tonight?”

      The use of my first name feels far too intimate, and I bristle. “What do you know about it?”

      “I make it my business to know what Victor Reed is planning. Especially when it involves using his daughter as a bargaining chip.”

      He’s baiting me, and I tell myself I should just walk away. But I can’t. I’ve been my father’s pawn more times than I can count, and every time I’ve been blindsided. If Grimm has insight, I want to hear it. Especially in light of Ruby’s intel that an announcement is coming.

      “All right,” I finally say. “What are you talking about?”

      The corner of his mouth quirks up. “Your father really is the bastard I’ve always believed him to be.”

      Panic taunts me, and the night starts to close in. “Just tell me.” The words come out as a plea, not a demand, and I want to kick myself for showing weakness.

      For a long moment, he says nothing, but I think I hear a hint of compassion when he finally says, “An engagement announcement tonight would be quite the strategic move for Reed Cosmetics. Bane Marketing merging with Reed’s empire—very tidy.”

      I shake my head, not yet certain where he’s going with this.

      “And since Lucent currently works exclusively with Bane on its marketing, it’s also a deviously underhanded way to force Bane to withdraw his services from Lucent. Leaving my family’s company in a lurch, your father as the winner, and Desmond Bane …”

      He trails off as he deliberately rakes his gaze over me, slow and heated. “Well, I guess Desmond’s the biggest winner of all.”

      He frowns as he strokes his chin, like a detective in a bad movie. “I’m not quite sure where that leaves you, Ms. Reed,” he finally says. “But at least you’re already dressed for the occasion.”

      I try to move, but my body’s turned to stone.

      “You really didn’t know,” Grimm says slowly, his eyes narrowing as he studies my reaction.

      “Just go.” I have to force the words past the tightness in my throat.

      He stays. “I take it this isn’t a happy day for the beautiful bride. White,” he adds, appraising the gown with the hint of a smirk. “So, is she a virginal bride?”

      My face goes hot. “You can leave now, Mr. Grimm.”

      “I’m perfectly comfortable here. But you? What will you do now, Princess?”

      “Please. Just go.”

      “You’re going to walk back in there and do what Daddy says,” he continues, ignoring my plea. “Because that’s what you’ve done your entire, pampered, little life.”

      Anger flares hot and bright inside me. “You know nothing about my life.”

      “Don’t I?” He steps closer, trapping me like wounded prey, the night sky now visible only over his broad shoulders. “I know that your father has kept you like a bird in a gilded cage for years. I know about your agoraphobia—so convenient for keeping you hidden away. I know about your medications. And I know that they make you dependent on him.”

      My heart hammers against my ribs, so hard it makes me dizzy. “What? How⁠—”

      “I make it my business to collect information. I pay well, and my people know that what they deliver had better be accurate.” He studies my face for a moment, and in that short span of time I want to bury him in a blizzard of horrible words and violent screams. But I can’t even conjure a squeak.

      He leans in closer, and I feel the whisper of his breath as he says, “I know what I know, Ms. Reed.”

      His nearness is disorienting—threatening and thrilling in equal measure. Part of me wants to shove him away. But some small, hidden part wants to step closer. To see what would happen if I surrendered to the magnetic pull drawing me toward this man.

      “Sasha?” My father’s voice shatters the moment. He stands in the balcony doorway, his expression a mask of paternal concern that doesn’t quite reach his eyes. “Desmond’s been looking for you.”

      I swallow, recognizing the steel beneath my father’s polite tone. “I was just getting some air.”

      “With Mr. Grimm?” His gaze shifts to Grimm, who takes a step back, freeing up space for me to breathe.

      “We were discussing business,” Grimm says smoothly. “Specifically, the remarkable similarities between Lucent’s current branding and Reed’s upcoming campaign.”

      I frown—I’m not aware of any campaign other than our idiotic and saccharine Dreams campaign, and that’s nothing like Lucent’s historically excellent advertisements.

      My father’s smile doesn’t falter, but his eyes harden. “Creative inspiration is the lifeblood of our industry, Mr. Grimm.”

      “And theft is the lifeblood of fools,” Grimm replies, matching my father’s false civility.

      The tension between them crackles like electricity, and I’m caught in the crossfire as pieces of a puzzle I can’t see take shape around me.

      “Now, Sasha,” my father says, extending his hand to me. “The presentations are about to begin. Your presence is required.”

      It’s not a request, and I dutifully take my father’s hand. As he leads me back inside, I glance over my shoulder. Grimm watches us, his expression unreadable, but his eyes burn with an intensity that follows me long after he’s out of sight.
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