
  
    [image: Drain Me]
  


  
    
      DRAIN ME

      THE ELLIE GRAY CHRONICLES BOOK 1

      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

    

    
      
        LANA SKY

      

    

    
      
        
          [image: Lana Sky]
        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            ALSO BY LANA SKY

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        DARK MAFIA ROMANCE

        Beautiful Monsters

        Crescendo

        Refrain

        Mezzo

        Allegro

      

        

      
        El Mundo de Sangre

        Dinero de Sangre

        Blood Money

        Blood Ties

        Blood Bound

        Diamante de Sangre

        Blood Diamond

      

        

      
        The War of Roses Universe

        The War of Roses

        XV: (Fifteen)

        VII: (Seven)

        I: (One)

        The Complete War of Roses Trilogy

        Of Mice and Men

        Ruthless King

        Queen of Thorns

        Shattered Throne

        Mended Crown

      

        

      
        DARK BDSM BILLIONAIRE ROMANCE

        Club XXX

        Maxim: Submit

        Maxim: Obey

        Maxim: Surrender

        Maxim: The Complete Trilogy

        Vadim: Control

        Vadim: Corrupt

        Vadim: Conquer

        Vadim: The Complete Trilogy

      

        

      
        DARK ROMANTIC SUSPENSE

        Painted Sin

        A Touch of Dark

        A Taste like Sin

        The Complete Painted Sin Duet

      

        

      
        Dragon Triad Duet

        Moth

        Flame

        The Complete Dragon Triad Duet

      

        

      
        DARK AGE-GAP ROMANCE

        Standalones

        Pretty Perfect

        Crossed Lines

      

        

      
        DARK PARANORMAL ROMANCE

        The Ellie Gray Chronicles

        Drain Me

        Chain Me

        The Complete Ellie Gray Chronicles

      

        

      
        NEWSLETTER EXCLUSIVE

        Rockstar Rebels

        Dirty Lyrics (Newsletter Exclusive)

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        Drain Me

      

      

      
        
        Drain Me By Lana Sky

      

      

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      
        
        Copyright © 2014 by Lana Sky

        All rights reserved.

        No part of this publication may be reproduced, distributed, or transmitted in any form or by any means, including photocopying, recording, or other electronic or mechanical methods, without the prior written permission of the author.

        This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, businesses, places, events and incidents are either the products of the author’s imagination or used in a fictitious manner. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, or actual events is purely coincidental.

      

      

      

      
        
        Cover design by Sarah Hansen, Okay Creations

        Edited by Gemma Fisk

        Proofread by Mickey Reed

        Proofread by Charity Chimni

        Formatting by Charity Chimni

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        Dedicated to everyone who’s encouraged me on this incredible journey.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            ACKNOWLEDGMENTS

          

        

      

    

    
      This story would be nothing without the tireless efforts of Jill P., who stayed up until two in the morning with me numerous times, hashing out chapters and listening to me whine. You coaxed Ellie out of her shell and convinced me to let Dublin play with knives—all while talking me down from numerous author temper tantrums. Jilly, this story is as much yours as it is mine. Thank you so much for helping me take these characters to the next level. You’re right, you’re not a writer—you’re a miracle worker!

      Thanks to Mel. You went over this story numerous times and gave me lovely, honest feedback.

      Thank you, Paige, Keevs and Mira, my lovely beta bots. Mikhail says hi.

      Thank you, Cherry B, Liz S., Ida and Ariel V. for volunteering to help me work with the first draft. You guys offered such amazing input.

      Thanks to Eri for renewing my faith in Ellie’s character.

      Thank you, Brit/Imogen for the amazing cover and your tireless support. I know that I got on your nerves with my countless changes, but—like always—you stayed classy.

      Thanks to my editor, Gemma Fisk, for cleaning up my messes and adding sparkles and shine to this draft.

      Thank you, the many people who read the drafts online and encouraged me from the very first chapter. You guys have made everything up until this point a complete blast.

    

  


  
    
      “The blood of the pure is the bitterest poison to a corrupted soul.”

      —A.R. Simone

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CONTENTS

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        1. MEMENTO MORI

      

      
        2. CHOICES

      

      
        3. MILLION DOLLAR MAN

      

      
        4. A DEAL WITH THE DEVIL

      

      
        5. RUIN

      

      
        6. ANGELS AND DEMONS

      

      
        7. A LITTLE DEATH

      

      
        8. BRACELETS

      

      
        9. LESSONS

      

      
        10. VENOM

      

      
        11. TEA FOR TWO

      

      
        12. HOLIER THAN THOU

      

      
        13. DANCE OF FATE

      

      
        14. SOLD

      

      
        15. NEGOTIATIONS

      

      
        16. WHITE

      

      
        17. BUSINESS

      

      
        18. FUEL TO THE FIRE

      

      
        19. KING ME

      

      
        20. PREFERENCE

      

      
        21. RED

      

      
        22. MOONLIGHT

      

      
        23. BELLY OF THE BEAST

      

      
        24. THE DEVIL’S MASQUERADE

      

      
        25. THE RAZOR’S EDGE

      

      
        26. SURRENDER

      

      
        27. BAUBLES

      

      
        28. HELL BOUND

      

      
        29. BLEED

      

      
        30. CONTROL

      

      
        31. GLASS

      

      
        32. SERPENT

      

      
        33. A NEW WAGER

      

      
        34. THE OTHER GRAY

      

      
        35. HAUNTED

      

      
        36. CROSS TO BEAR

      

      
        37. DEBTS

      

    

    
      
        Chain Me…

      

      
        A Word from the Author

      

      
        About the Author

      

      
        Also by Lana Sky

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            

          

          
            MEMENTO MORI

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      I hated when people sugar-coated things. Straight and to the point was how I preferred it—and a rather infamous lack of bedside manner was the reason why I had elected to see Dr. Wallis in the first place. “I feel that it’s best not to trivialize the more serious diagnoses,” he warned, living up to his brutal reputation. “So I’ll just come right out and say it: you’re dying, Eleanor.” 

      He sounded so formal. Hell, he could have offered me a handkerchief for all the emotion his voice held: “Here, miss. It’s clean.”

      I felt tempted to laugh, but that pesky meaning couldn’t be ignored. 

      Dying.

      It took me only a second to process it.

      Dead.

      Dying.

      Dead. 

      It took even less for the words to sink, like a stone, to the pit of my stomach and settle there, heavy and solid, but I wasn’t surprised. Startled, perhaps—it was devastating news—though, in a sick way, I figured I’d always known that, rather than pass away peacefully in my bed of old age, I would die a horrible death. My own mortality had always fascinated me ever since I’d smuggled my first horror film from the servant’s break room as a teenager and watched it while huddled beneath my blankets.

      ‘That will be me,’ some cynical voice had whispered inside my head, and I had known then, as surely as I knew my own name that I would die just like the unfortunate bimbo at the mercy of the knife-wielding psychopath. While I hadn’t expected said death to come in the form of a terminal illness that would turn my own blood into the murder weapon, I had to admit that it was pretty violent in its own right.

      “Hemohemorrahgia,” the doctor began, reiterating the speech he’d given just minutes before. “It occurs in less than one percent of the world’s population, but it is fatal in ninety percent of all reported cases. There is no cure, and—”

      I stopped listening.

      Hemohemorrahgia. Ironically, I had never even heard of the cause of my impending demise until a few months ago—and the disease had been a guess, thrown out by a frustrated doctor as the potential cause of a bevy of symptoms. 

      Why was I so tired all the time? 

      Why did even breathing exhaust me? 

      Why had a paper cut required a blood transfusion, donated platelets, and stitches to stop the bleeding?

      After months of tests, a team of medical professionals had all reached the same grim conclusion. 

      “The prognosis is rather bleak, Mrs. Gray,” the doctor continued, “but I think it’s better if we honestly discuss your options—”

      “Miss,” I corrected absently. 

      Dr. Wallis wrinkled his nose, causing the black frames of his glasses to twitch. “Pardon?”

      “It’s Miss Gray.” I unlaced my fingers and held up my unadorned hand. “I’m not married.”

      “Oh.” 

      From the way he swiftly glanced me over, I could tell that he had never looked up from my chart long enough to give me a good appraisal before—despite this being our tenth meeting. I could guess what registered now as his gaze took me in: dull brown hair, sallow skin, and enormous green eyes that took up too much of my small face.

      “Oh,” he repeated, and his tone revealed what even he was too polite to say, despite his reputation: no wonder. “Well, Ms. Gray, I can arrange a consultation with social services or grief counseling. Whomever you need to help you through this very difficult time—”

      “It’s fine.”

      “Pardon?”

      I cleared my throat, forcing my voice louder. “I said it’s fine. I don’t need anything, thank you.” I shifted in my seat and fidgeted with the hem of my skirt as an uncomfortable thought took hold. “I guess this means I’ll have to draw up a will though.” I couldn’t keep the petulant whine out of my tone. 

      I’d always dreaded the day I would have to draw up one of those legal documents to ensure that—after my unfortunate demise—the family fortune wasn’t devoured by money-hungry lawyers.

      At least the ‘To whom I bequeath’ part would be easy; I would leave everything to Georgiana, the little sister I hadn’t seen in three months. My, would she be ecstatic to finally get her hands on our parent’s millions. True to stuffy, upper-class thinking, they had left control of the estate to me, the responsible one, rather than my “willful harlot” of a little sister, as Father had put it. 

      Despite everything, I felt myself smile thinking of her. Beautiful, blonde and unashamedly brash, Georgie was the type of person who everyone secretly wanted to be—myself included. She slept with billionaires for diamonds, and had jettisoned off to Paris rather than attend her final semester of university because, according to her, studying was, “As boring as balls.” 

      One could only imagine what mischief she would get into with the family fortune at her disposal. Though, the prospect of being berated for eternity by the spirits of my parents did temper my curiosity a bit. In Mother’s eyes, dying before the ‘black sheep’ would have been simply unacceptable. 

      “Ms. Gray, I do have to suggest some form of counseling,” Dr. Wallis insisted. For once, he almost seemed concerned—at least until I realized that he would probably get a hefty referral fee from whomever he ‘suggested’ I see next. “A colleague of mine is one of the leading psychiatrists in the country. In fact, he’s here right now for a seminar. I could—”

      I shook my head. “No thank you.”

      I didn’t need anyone to soften the blow of what I’d anticipated for half of my life. There wasn’t much else that needed to be said anyway.

      I was dying, the sky was blue. 

      I wondered if they were serving pasta in the cafeteria today …

      “A-are you sure?” Dr. Wallis sputtered. “He has a rather extensive reputation—”

      “Positive,” I replied. “Can I go now? Please?” I attempted to stand without waiting for an answer, and the doctor rushed forward.

      “Miss Gray!” 

      He caught me by the shoulder, and it was a good thing he did because, despite my bravado, it had been a struggle to even haul myself out of the chair. Deep down I knew that the doctor’s firm grip was the only thing keeping me upright. He frowned as he steadied me, and reached across his desk to press the button on a small intercom with his free hand. Instantly, a sweet sound of acknowledgment came from the other end. 

      “Yes, Doctor Wallis? Should I send in—”

      “Natalie,” Dr. Wallis said over her, “have a nurse bring a wheelchair and escort Miss Gray to the inpatient wing.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      I waited until he took his finger off the button before wrenching my arm away, even though I had to cling to my vacated chair to keep my balance. 

      “No. No hospital,” I hissed. The hell was I staying in this horrible place for another night. “No more tests. I can walk to the car quite fine on my own.”

      “I can’t let you do that.” Dr. Wallis shook his balding head as if he thought I was a child who needed placating. “Ms. Gray, accept the wheelchair at least. The liability …”

      So nice to know that he only cared about me falling on hospital property out of fear that I might sue for it. Sighing, I dug into my purse with a shaking hand and withdrew my checkbook. After scribbling out a figure, I slapped the sliver of paper down onto his desk and gave it a little shove in his direction. 

      “Buy a new wing,” I said, confident that the figure drying in ink was more than enough to do so. “On behalf of the Gray family. Dedicate it to—” I snickered. “Bloodbath Five-Thousand.”

      “Pardon?” The doctor frowned. 

      “Nothing. Can I go now?”

      I figured that I had my answer when he didn’t prattle on about counseling or liabilities, especially when I heard the delicate crinkle of a check being stuffed into a pocket. 

      Wrestling my purse strap over one shoulder, I turned for the door. Near the threshold, I added without turning around, “I’ll be sure to let Natalie know that you’ve changed your mind.”
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      The very pleasant Natalie sent me on my way with a smile and an enthusiastic, “Have a good day, Miss!”

      Oh, Natalie. If only.

      I had barely gone two steps from the door that marked the entrance to Dr. Wallis’ office suite before I found myself shaking. I had to lean against the wall and dig my heels into the carpet just to keep from sliding down to the floor. 

      In the end, I only managed to stagger three more steps before collapsing altogether.

      My stomach heaved and, in a flurry of colorful liquid, I coughed up a breakfast of toast and jam right in front of a sign that proclaimed, ‘Hand washing: the best defense against germs!’

      Lovely. You would think—considering how hefty my medical bill was—that the drugs they gave me during my stay would at least help combat my symptoms. 

      They didn’t. 

      Gazing forlornly at my puke, I wondered if I should have donated a statue or something to go along with that new wing. Or at least tip the poor janitor unfortunate enough to have to clean up the mess, some grand, kind gesture to mark my final days. Instead, I allowed myself to wallow in self-pity for another minute before I finally found the strength to drag myself upright on unsteady limbs—mentally berating myself the entire time.

      I should have let Harper walk me in like he’d insisted. He was the driver who’d served my family faithfully for over fifteen years—and I had threatened to fire him just to keep him from escorting me inside. I just couldn’t shake the thought of what that would have looked like; the heiress, too needy to walk into a damn hospital without the company of a paid companion.

      Never in a million years did I want to be that woman, the one with diamonds dripping from her neck who couldn’t even catch a cold without the whole damn world holding its breath. Though, at least that woman never had to muck up her own vomit with a crumpled napkin fished from her purse and stagger down the hall before someone came by to notice the mess.

      How many floors was it to the garage? Three? Five? I fished Dr. Wallis’ business card from my coat pocket and scoped out the location of his office: the fourth floor.

      Funny. It was a struggle to go even four feet.

      The halls stretched for a hundred miles in either direction. My vision drifted in and out of focus, and with every step, I wobbled precariously on my heels. Damn those years of Cotillion where not wearing proper footwear in public had been seen as an even greater sin than forgetting white gloves at tea.

      My thoughts were a blur, the only goal being to make it to the elevator without causing a scene. People were already staring at me: the woman in the burgundy Peacoat clinging to the wall for dear life.

      Easy does it, girl, I chanted while urging my aching limbs forward. Easy does it …

      I didn’t even see him coming.

      Wham!

      I went sprawling. There was no scream, no gasp, just the sensation of everything suddenly jolting into motion like a tape slammed into fast forward. I hit the ground hard, hearing the sound before I really felt the pain. 

      “Are you all right?”

      The voice came from a million different directions at once. I couldn’t see—everything was white …

      But it was a full minute before I realized that the odd light came from someone who stood above me, so pale they practically glowed. I blinked frantically until the figure came into full focus.

      He looked like a doctor, a beautiful, angelic doctor with hair the color of spun gold and skin paler than snow. He must have been foreign too, judging by that startlingly rich accent. English? As young as he was—mid-thirties at least—he definitely wasn’t one of the old geezers consulting on my case.

      He said something else that I couldn’t discern, worried eyes scanning my body up and down. They were the oddest color. Gray?

      I didn’t realize I was still sprawled out on the floor until he offered a hand to haul me back to my feet. Dazed, I took it, and a jolt went through me as his fingers entwined with my own. He was cold—painfully so—but I held on.

      “Are you all right?”

      Rather than answer, I peeked through my hair, relieved to find that the hallway was empty of anyone else.

      “I’m fine,” I lied. My chest heaved with the effort to suck in oxygen. Pain danced down my spine while I clung to the man’s hand a little longer than necessary in an effort to regain my balance. “Just a little dizzy, is all.”

      He gave me a funny look. It wasn’t quite a smile, but the mocking tilt to that stern mouth seemed amused all the same. “Are you sure?”

      A sudden rush of warmth coated my chin as I nodded my assurance that I was perfectly all right—within seconds, I found it near-impossible to breathe out of my nose.

      “Damn it.”

      I recognized the sensation and what it entailed—but seeing as how I had used the last of my tissues to muck up my own vomit, I was forced to pinch the bridge of my nose with just my fingers. Desperate to staunch the blood flow, I tilted my head back, and that slight motion alone nearly knocked me off my feet. My body tensed, bracing for another impact. Only it never came.

      The next second I found myself shoved onto a bench instead. Firm fingers batted my own away and replaced them with what felt to be a wad of cloth. I glanced down and recognized the shape of a white handkerchief with a monogrammed corner sporting the letters D.H in black thread.

      His initials?

      “Thank you,” I mumbled around a drizzle of blood.

      I figured I should have been alarmed, but I was more worried that Harper would notice the crimson stains on my coat. The old coot was sharp—he would figure out the truth no matter how much I lied. A third nosebleed in as many days might have been enough cause for him to drag me back into the hospital this time, whether I was willing or not.

      “That’s quite a lot of blood.”

      The casual observation brought my attention back to the stranger, and I felt my eyes widen as I observed him closely for the first time: blond hair, firm jawline, perfect, glowing skin.

      Altogether, he was probably the most handsome man I had ever seen—but those piercing eyes honed in on the stream of blood issuing from my nose without a shred of real concern. He made no move to get help, and a bizarre emotion itched at the back of my mind.

      Unease?

      I didn’t miss how that gallant smile never reached his eyes, and with every second that passed, the uneasy feeling became full-blown suspicion.

      He wanted something. Years of dealing with people who coveted whatever my family name could garner had made it second nature to spot a hidden agenda. When he reached out—perhaps to merely adjust my sloppy grip on his handkerchief—I jerked back, spraying blood in a vicious arc.

      “I’m fine.”

      He retreated, but for the briefest moment, I caught something flashing across his gaze that I shouldn’t have: annoyance —as if my reaction had not been a part of his plan.

      Or months spent virtually alone had simply made me paranoid. I shook my head and pressed my nose more tightly into the handkerchief.

      “I’ll promise not to press charges against you for running into me if you go away,” I mumbled into the cloth. Guilt pierced me at the rudeness; years of forced etiquette seemed to be draining from my body just as quickly as my blood.

      Though, damn it, I was dying anyway.

      “Really?”

      I glanced up, only to find that the odd, mocking tilt to his mouth was back. Was he toying with me? “Seriously, I’m fine, so you can go now, please—”

      “Pardon me for saying this, but you don’t look very fine.”

      I wanted to take offense, but it was the truth. Designer clothes speckled with blood, skin so pale it was almost see-through, hands painted red. I must have looked horrible.

      “In fact,” the stranger continued, “I would go so far as to say that you are anything but fine, Eleanor Gray.”
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      The fact that he knew my name didn’t alarm me.

      My family owned half the city, including a good portion of this very hospital. Considering that my sister’s escapades were constant fodder for the tabloids, I would have been more insulted if he didn’t know who I was.

      But once again …it was that look in his eyes. It chilled me right down to the bone; I know you, Eleanor Gray, it said. Way more than just a face from the Society Pages. 

      Before I could choke out a reply, he smiled—for real this time—and my poor brain struggled to find the right words to describe it. Dazzling. Magnificent ...

      The flash of pearly white teeth nearly knocked me senseless. I lost my grip on the handkerchief for a split second, sparking the taste of copper over my tongue.

      “Word travels fast around here,” he said, voice traveling down my spine.

      I felt my nose wrinkle as I frowned. Apparently, news of my terminal illness had spread before I’d even left the damn hospital. How long before my picture ended up splattered over the front of some tabloid beneath the headline, Heiress given weeks to live?

      I didn’t answer. Instead, I willed my nose to stop bleeding, though I had a feeling that I was quickly becoming in danger of needing transfusion number four.

      I felt so dizzy all of a sudden. As if, at any moment, I could pass out. Faint. 

      “What do you see?”

      “Huh?”

      The question threw me off and had me turning to face him before I could help it. Wordlessly, he inclined his head and my eyes automatically followed.

      The hall we were in opened onto a causeway, where patients and visitors alike wandered the pristine floor.

      The sight reminded me of a hotel—albeit minus the IV poles some people sported instead of suitcases. The air was the same: that busy, ‘places to go, people to see, get the hell out of my way’ vibe that made everyone seem closed off, further away.

      Without meaning to, I found my gaze settling over a young girl who had her head wrapped in a polka dot headscarf. Beside her, a man I guessed to be her father pushed an IV pole that rattled over the floor.

      She was almost as pale as I was, with dark, bruise-like circles underneath her eyes—but that wasn’t what stood out to me the most.

      She was smiling. Walking, talking and …smiling. Despite the obvious physical signs, if you went off that expression alone, you would have never guessed she was sick at all. My gaze remained glued to her, even as the mysterious doctor spoke up again.

      “Mortality,” he said grimly. “It’s the most precious commodity in the world, don’t you agree?”

      I nodded. I may have not been that invested in my own life, but I could read the fervent desire on all the other faces—from the new mother carrying her infant in a car seat, to the elderly man clutching a newspaper to his chest.

      The lust to live was always the same.

      “There are some who would do anything for another chance at life, for more time.”

      He spoke so matter-of-factly that it wasn’t until my mind processed what he was really saying that his morbid tone struck me like a blow.

      “I-I don’t know what you’re talking about.” I sounded like I was underwater. My nose was still dripping. Even the pressure of my hand wasn’t enough to staunch the blood flow.

      “You wouldn’t,” Mr. Gray Eyes said with a shrug. “Immortality doesn’t interest you, does it, Eleanor?”

      Alarm raced down my spine—no longer was I convinced that this was just a random chat with a stranger. It was all in his tone.

      “I have to go.” I clutched the now bloody handkerchief and tried to stand. My legs felt as flaccid as limp noodles. Sweat poured down the back of my neck, and the erratic beat of my heart quickened and then faltered. Thump, thump, th-ump.

      “You’re not afraid of death,” the man—though I was now seriously doubting that he was a doctor—continued. “You welcome it, or so you tell yourself. But, I’m here to offer you a choice—”

      “I think …I need a real doctor.”

      I was through humoring him. Without bothering to be polite, I attempted to stagger in the direction of the activity, grasping onto anything to steady me. My hands were slippery, and my once-burgundy Peacoat was now soaked scarlet.

      Hemohemorrahgia kept haunting me in Doctor Wallis’ curt tones. 90% fatality!

      “Mortality can be a hindrance of sorts.”

      The man was still talking, only I had no idea just what he was getting at. More importantly, why hadn’t he gotten a doctor or flagged down a nurse? I clung to the wall and scanned the crowd of blurring faces, desperate to catch sight of another white lab coat.

      “I think I …need …help.”

      It took all my strength just to get the words out. And he only ignored me.

      “I’m here to offer you a choice, Eleanor: accept your impending death, or …something else.”

      What else? I struggled to ask but was only greeted with silence. It stretched on for a good five minutes before I realized that he had finally left. That strange vibe was gone at least, but so was any sensation or feeling in my limbs. Or sound. My vision was an inky shade of gray, nearly black, but …

      When I finally gave into the darkness, I swore I could hear him whisper one last time, “It’s your decision, but if you’re smart, you will make the right one.”
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      Beep, beep, beep played the horrible mechanical lullaby that lured me out of sleep.

      Oh no.

      I knew that smell. That icky metallic taste in my mouth that came from the solution they used to flush an IV. Heart sinking, I realized where I was even before I peeled my eyes open to a worried Harper and clinical white walls.

      “It’s been two days, Miss,” he announced, frowning beneath his salt-and-pepper mustache. At least the man knew exactly what I wanted to hear: no sappy stuff, just the facts.

      “Get the car ready,” I rasped the moment I found my voice.

      Ouch. It hurt to talk. I had to take a few sips of the water Harper poured from a pitcher just to erase the grittiness in my throat. I couldn’t remember how I had gotten here or why. All that mattered was the fact that my trusty driver was already standing, ready to carry out my bidding.

      “I’ll have the car brought around in a minute, Miss.”

      I could tell from his expression that he wanted to say more—something other than the customary confirmation of orders.

      That he was concerned, perhaps? Worried? That maybe this time I should stay inside this horrible place, strapped to a bunch of machines?

      Whatever it was, at least he knew better than to mention it out loud. Without another word, he disappeared through the door of what I guessed to be a private room. Oh, God. I was definitely in a hospital—not even an emergency room bed, but an actual inpatient wing judging from the sounds of chaos coming from the hall.

      What had Harper said? Two days?

      I shivered at the thought. Forty-eight hours of blissful unconsciousness while these trigger-happy villains in white had been free to do whatever they wanted to me—all while gleefully charging my family’s account.

      I forced down a few deep breaths, and then tried to sit up.

      It was a bad idea.

      It hurt—everything hurt; my body, my skin, my head, even my hair. I felt tender and used and broken, which was probably why the IV snaking from my wrist wasn’t clear with the usual maintenance fluid, but red.

      For some reason, I wasn’t alarmed by the sight of what had to be my fourth transfusion this month, merely annoyed. From experience, I knew that they wouldn’t let me leave until the whole thing was finished running—no matter how many lawyers I threatened to call.

      I sank back against a wall of pillows with a sigh. Everything that I had always put off loomed overhead, threatening to come crashing down if I didn’t take care of it soon. That whole ‘will’ business would definitely need to be dealt with—and not only for the sake of the money. In fact, I was willing to put the welfare of my Siamese cat, Mr. Tinkles, above the entire Gray fortune.

      Tinkles had been rescued from a shelter after an accident had left him blind in one eye and missing two hind legs. Like any true spinster in training, I had given him his own wing in the house and a personal cook. He was my special baby, and he absolutely hated me. I couldn’t even look at the beast without him flexing his claws.

      To be fair, he hated everyone, but if making sure he had fresh tuna every night was the price Georgie would pay for taking control of our inheritance, then so be it.

      In fact, it seemed very important to ensure Mr. Tinkle’s wellbeing. There were so many things Georgie needed to know: his nightly schedule, and how to rub his belly with the sole of her slippered foot so that it didn’t hurt so much when he scratched, the importance of his favorite toy, Mr. Squeakers.

      Oh, and the whole ‘your sister is dying’ thing. That should probably be mentioned as well.

      I glanced around the room and found my cell phone resting on the bedside stand, most likely courtesy of Harper. I attempted to reach for it, annoyed by just how badly my fingers shook. In the end, I settled for keeping it on the table and switching on the speakerphone. I tried six of the eleven numbers I had listed for Georgie before someone finally picked up on the third ring.

      “’Lo?”

      I sighed at the sound of a man’s voice, and strained my own to carry. “Can I speak to Georgie or Georgiana or Peach or Sprinkles, whatever she’s calling herself now—” She went by so many damn names these days, I could barely keep up.

      There was a grunt from the other end. “Hey, sweetcheeks! Phone.”

      A second later, my sister’s chirpy voice filled the room, laced with static. “Hello, helloooo?”

      Wonderful. From the high-pitched giggle edging her words, I could tell she was already drunk.

      “Georgie?”

      “Ells!” Her shriek bounced off the walls, and I wished that I had the strength to slap my hands over my ears. Instead, they just twitched by my side, too heavy to lift. “Ellie-Bellie! What’s going on?”

      Her worried tone caught me off guard.

      “What do you mean?”

      Unease coiled in my stomach. Had Harper gotten to her first?

      “You only call when something bad has happened,” Georgie accused. “So what is it? Did the stock market crash? Are we desti …destitute?” Another tattered giggle.

      “Destitute,” I corrected offhandedly. “And no, we are not, by the way. Where are you? I’ll send the car.”

      I rolled my eyes in anticipation of the answer; which seedy bar would Harper have to drag her out of now?

      Her reply came on a bubbly bit of laughter. “Belize, darling!”

      “B …B-what?”

      “Buh-leeze,” Georgie squealed, drawing out the word. “Paulo here has a Villa. We’ve had a whole beach all to ourselves!”

      My guess was that ‘Paulo’ was the charming answerer of the telephone and with a hazy grasp of geography I assessed that Belize was somewhere in South America. Georgiana sure knew how to pick her men. Though, to be fair, she was in the tropics while I was stuck in a hospital bed. I shook my head to clear the rare bit of jealousy that thought stirred.

      “When are you coming back?” I asked, though I guessed the real question was why I was so surprised that she had left the continent without even telling me?

      That was typical Georgiana. I could only be grateful that, this time, she had remembered to bring along her cell phone.

      “Not for three weeks,” Georgie said. “Paulo has some business to take care of, and then we plan on going on a cruise—”

      “Do you think … Do you think you might be able to come home early?”

      I hated how petulant I sounded. I might as well have added a ‘pretty please’ to the end—though, from her tone one might think that I’d suggested my sister sprout wings and fly.

      “Early? What on earth for?”

      Was it really that much of a hassle to visit your only sister?

      “I could send the family jet ...”

      “Oh no. Something is wrong,” Georgie whined. “What is it? The last time you sounded like this, Dad had his heart attack.”

      “Nothing,” I lied. “I just …miss you, is all.”

      “Miss me?”

      I could picture her scrunching her nose up as she tried to puzzle out the meaning of those foreign words. My family never threw out terms like ‘love’ and ‘missed.’ We merely coexisted: a band of allies bound together by blood and money.

      My parents never had a marriage—merely a business arrangement. Georgie and I weren’t their children, but assets. I had only one other relative, apart from my sister: an eccentric uncle by the name of Orwell who hadn’t been seen since Father’s funeral.

      “Well,” Georgie said, “you’ll see me when I get back. We’ll get lunch or something, huh?”

      “All right.”

      I didn’t have the heart to mention that I wouldn’t be alive in three weeks, according to Dr. Wallis’ grim prognosis.

      I was dying.

      Only now did the realization hit me like a kick in the gut—and my irresponsible kid sister couldn’t even come home on a private jet, just so that I could tell her in person.

      I would be lying if I claimed to not feel something. Hurt? Though, maybe the ache in my chest was just pity at the thought of Mr. Tinkles going without his nightly belly rubs? What would he do without me …

      “Ellie? Ells? You there?”

      “Yes,” I croaked, shaking my head to clear the troubling thoughts. “I’m here.”

      “I have to go. I don’t get good service out here, so it’s probably best if you don’t call me for a while. At least until I get back. Also—” I sighed, guessing the turn of the conversation before the words, “Can you send me some money?” even left her mouth.

      “How much?” I demanded, cutting her off mid-plea.

      “About two hundred, give or take.”

      I wasn’t naïve enough to assume that she meant the amount at face value.

      “Two hundred thousand?” I clarified, just to drill the point home; she could jet off to Belize without a word, but it was nice to know that I, big sister Ellie, would always be her glorified ATM.

      “Pretty please?”

      I wanted to be annoyed, but she could have asked for two-hundred million, and it still wouldn’t have made a difference.

      “Fine,” I said, forcing down a dry swallow. “It will be in your account by tomorrow.”

      “Thanks, Ells! You’re the best! Smooches.”

      With a fake kiss, she hung up.

      I didn’t even get the chance to mention Mr. Tinkles and what should happen to him in the event of my unfortunate demise. For the longest time, I just sat there, staring at the plain walls of my hospital room while trying to ignore the commotion of doctors and nurses from beyond the doorway.

      Several realizations hit me all at once.

      For one, I was alone. I was dying, and I was alone.

      I didn’t even get the chance to tell my little sister that everything was all hers—apparently, beach-hopping with someone named Paulo was more important.

      My kitty would go hungry.

      “Miss Gray?”

      I jumped as the door opened and someone entered the room. Assuming it was a nurse, I struggled to pull myself upright while pointing at the hated IV.

      “I’m leaving as soon as you get that damn thing out of me …”

      I trailed off once I realized that the small figure approaching me was a young girl. She was a pretty thing with charming blue eyes and a pink scarf wrapped around her head, turban style.

      But it was nearly a full minute before I realized that I had seen her before; the girl from the other day.

      From all appearances she looked to be the sickly girl I had seen on the causeway, but at the same time …

      This girl wasn’t pale. Her skin seemed fuller, and those eyes were less sunken in. The only thing on her arm was a tiny pink bracelet whereas two days ago, there had been an IV.

      I’ll take whatever she is having, I thought in awe of her transformation. Perhaps there was a trial for a new miracle drug being tested somewhere in the hospital?

      “Hello,” she greeted me. Her smile was beautifully crooked, revealing one missing front tooth and a dimple in her left cheek. In one hand, she held a single rose which she placed on my bedside stand. In the other was a folded slip of paper. “He told me to give you this,” she said, offering the note.

      He? “Who told you?” I asked, even as I raised my trembling hands in an effort to grab the ivory slip. Harper? Dr. Wallis? “Was it a man in a uniform? Was he wearing a hat?”

      That smile widened as she shook her head. “Nope. He did.”

      I was confused. Even more so when she reached over to take my pathetically weak hand in her own. She was warm. Gently, she eased my fingers apart and slipped the paper into my palm.

      “He said to read it and answer the question at the bottom.”

      Huh? I stared down at the white slip.

      Was it some kind of hospital survey? A list of things I would have to ‘pinkie promise’ not to sue for if they let me out against medical advice?

      I didn’t care. I pulled the edges apart as the girl stood back, forcing my blurry vision to take in the words scrawled across the page.

      Eleanor Gray, you have been chosen, the first line read in black ink. Certainly not the usual opening of a ‘please do not sue us’ letter. Intrigued, I read on:

      Choose wisely. You will only be presented with this opportunity once.

      Choices …that word triggered something—a memory. Blond hair, gray eyes: that strange doctor from the hallway.

      Had he sent me this note?

      By the time I reached the very bottom I was convinced this whole thing was a joke.

      There were two neat lines of script, each in front of a box. A checkbox. It reminded me of one of those notes you received from a boy in grade school—or, like the ones I had received with strict instructions to pass on to Georgie. One of those, Do you like me? If so, check yes! Only, the options specified in this note differed slightly.

      Well, Miss Gray, this mysterious ‘he’ had written. Make your choice.

      Beside each box was a single word, and if I weren’t so weak, I would have rubbed my eyes just to make sure they weren’t playing tricks on me.

      Live, read one option. The other was just as simple. Die.

      Choose wisely, the writer reminded. Either option, once selected, cannot be undone.

      “What is this?”

      The note slipped through my shaking fingers to bounce onto my lap but, when I glanced up, I was shocked to find that the strange girl had vanished. All that was left behind was that startlingly red rose on my bedside table. Next to it was a plain silver pen that I was quite sure hadn’t been there before.

      I blinked, shook my head and wearily rubbed my eyes again.

      But all three items remained.

      It’s a joke, I told myself sternly. Obviously, that “doctor” in white had a thing for messing with the minds of the terminally ill.

      Terminal.

      For some reason, that word made my heart beat faster. I was terminal. Voice cracking around a laugh, I tested the word out loud.

      “Eleanor Louise Gray is terminally ill.”

      Thinking of Mr. Tinkles and Georgie and my parents’ two, cold plots on the family estate, the words died in the back of my throat. Impulsively, I found myself reaching for the pen. My fingers closed over the shaft, and I dragged it closer while spreading the note flat on the table’s surface.

      My choice?

      Death, of course, I thought with a harsh bark of laughter. I wasn’t afraid. I had stared down that dark abyss my entire life, as the girl who nobody really saw, but everyone wanted something from.

      My parents had demanded perfection. Georgie, attention. Mr. Tinkles, tuna. Even Harper, as wonderful as he was, stuck around because of a hefty paycheck every month.

      No one wanted just Ellie and, as I sat tucked in that hospital bed, I realized for the first time that I had never really lived my own life. The epitaph on my tombstone might as well read, “Here lies Eleanor Gray; she lived to serve.”

      Death was the one thing I had always had control over. From age thirteen I had gotten the grim gist that how, when, or where didn’t really matter. It was something final. Something that—at that moment—would happen only to me.

      No one else could take control.

      Only now, I needed to take control. These days, the doctors and nurses called the shots. I was just the body strapped down, forced to suffer it all until …

      I gulped and dragged the pen over to the box marked Death. I made a faint line—barely a mark on the ivory—before something made me move a little to the right.

      Okay, Mr. Doctor, I thought as I formed a tiny check as neatly as I could. Two can play at this game.

      He wanted to give choices, did he? Well, I choose Life. My own life, to live the way I wanted without being at the beck and call of someone else.

      That vibrant, streak of black ink blazed from the page in triumph. I felt oddly proud of myself as the pen slipped from my fingers to roll across the floor.

      When unconsciousness found me again, I could have sworn that I was smiling for the first time in months …

      Even as a deep, accented voice chased me into the darkness, whispering, “Choose wisely.”
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      Considering that the last thing I remembered was being strapped down to a stiff hospital bed, I couldn’t imagine how on earth I had wound up in mine. The feather-soft mattress beneath me, outfitted with plush cotton sheets, was heavenly compared to the scratchy straw-like material that covered the beds in the medical ward.

      Was I dead?

      Or better yet, had Harper—aiming for a nice raise—broken me out of the hospital, with those bloodthirsty doctors clawing at his back?

      The thought made me snort, but I had a feeling that that wasn’t it.

      No …the reason I was here probably had everything to do with the stranger standing in my room. I could sense them there. Not a servant, I deduced, not quiet and meek—this intruder’s scent proclaimed their presence as loudly as if they had shouted. 

      It was spicy and dark, slightly musty as well—as if they spent most of their time in a place that lacked fresh air. It almost reminded me of how my father had smelled during those last days, when the dusty books of his study had impregnated him with their scent.

      “Who are you?” I asked, too drained to even bother opening my eyes. “Is this about money?”

      If they were a burglar, they could have every last penny as far as I was concerned. Hell, even a criminal probably had better intentions for it than Georgie did.

      To feed a hungry family? I wondered. World domination?

      Either way, at least those family millions would finally leave the vault.

      Seconds passed, and I didn’t receive an answer. Not even a threat.

      Well, buddy, it’s your lucky day, I thought without stopping to consider the reasons for the silence. I was simply too tired to play these games.

      “The safe is down the hall to your right in a room marked ‘staff only,’” I began. “Inside you’ll find brooms, mops and a painting of fruit on the wall. Flick the switch underneath the frame, and it will open. The combination is—” I bit my lip trying to remember. “The combination is the founding of our first company, so 1794. Inside is all the cash we carry on the property; at least a few grand.”

      I had never bothered to count it.

      “The accounts are a bit trickier. It would take days for me to transfer all the money wirelessly, but if you call Handson, our accountant, and tell him ‘I have Ellie Gray hostage and I’ll kill her if you don’t blah, blah, blah,’ he’ll probably be cooperative. He’s a nervous little fellow so just promise him a percent or two, and he’ll do all the work.”

      Silence again.

      Here I was, panting with the effort getting all that out had cost me, and I didn’t even receive so much as a thank you in response. Though, on second thought, there was no sound of eager footsteps rushing off to squander away the fortune either.

      I sighed as another thought began to take hold. “If you have to kill me for whatever reason, just please—” I wearily tapped the bridge of my nose with a finger. “One shot, right between the eyes. Make it clean.”

      Still nothing. Not even the cocking of a gun.

      That does it! I wrenched my eyes open, prepared to demand they do something—only to have the words die right in my throat.

      Leaning against my bay window, fingers pressed against the glass, was a man almost as pale as the gray daylight that ghosted his skin. I noticed instantly that his clothes were too perfectly tailored for the average burglar, and while I couldn’t conjure a name, his broad shape was eerily familiar.

      Him, a part of me whispered in recognition. Even with his back to me, I somehow had no trouble picturing a face graced with the chiseled features and silver eyes of that strange doctor from the hospital—only today he wore a plain sweater and a pair of dark pants rather than a lab coat.

      “Good evening, Miss Gray,” he called over his shoulder, as cordially as if he were an old friend who’d just popped over for a chat.

      I bolted upright, automatically clutching the top sheet to my chest—a glance down revealed why: I had been stripped naked. Parts of me were even still visible through the delicate sheets, and I hunched over, drawing my knees up to my chest.

      Had he brought me here? Undressed me?

      “Who are you?” I demanded, voice trembling. “How did you get in here? Where’s Harper?”

      “So nice to see that you’re finally awake,” was all he said.

      Finally. I stiffened at his tone, threading my fingers together over my chest.

      “W-What do you mean?”

      “You’ve been out for three days.”

      Three days. The words spun around my brain, collided.

      “What?”

      The man shrugged. “Your reaction was stronger than most,” he said. “Your body must have been in even worse shape than your doctors realized.”

      “Reaction? What are you talking about?”

      “I read your chart, of course. It’s customary for all potential cases.”

      “Potential …what?”

      Was he there at Dr. Wallis’ behest to convince me that I needed a therapy ‘consultation’? Before I could fully consider the thought, something in his crisp, clinical tones triggered a memory that I supposed had been weighing in the back of my mind all along.

      Life or Death.

      “You!” I croaked, tightening my grip on my bed sheet. “You sent me that note.”

      The accusation didn’t earn a single reaction. Not a frown, nor a flush of guilt. I might as well have said nothing at all. Apparently, gazing down at the estate’s front lawn was a lot more interesting than placating me.

      Too stunned to do anything else, I found myself following the line of his gaze through the window panes, surprised to find that it was already early in the evening. The sun was only a few hours from setting, and shadows loomed around the edges of my bedroom, threatening to swallow it whole. I barely recognized the plain layout with its simple, bare-bones furniture and lavender walls.

      Days trapped inside the hospital might as well have been an eternity.

      “What a very funny joke,” I stammered, gathering the nerve to sit up further when nearly a minute passed without an explanation. “Tease the terminally ill heiress. I bet your friends got a kick out of that.”

      Still nothing.

      “Well,” I said weakly, “I’m sure you all will be howling once I call the police—”

      “You’ve made your choice.”

      The man finally turned to face me, and just like the other day, his rare brand of handsome threw me off—a strong chin paired with a beautiful Roman nose. He smiled, and it should have been impossible for such a harmless expression to spark such a dangerous reaction inside my body. Suddenly there didn’t seem to be enough air in the room. Lightheadedness alone probably would have dispelled my desire to reach for the panic button installed underneath the edge of my bedside stand.

      As it was, my hand was already darting for it.

      “I wouldn’t do that if I were you.”

      My fingers stilled over the button. One little press and a hoard of private security guards would flood my room.

      “Give me a good reason,” I countered, hating the way my voice shook. The temperature in the room dropped within an instant. I couldn’t stop shivering, and his eyes …

      The intensity in them locked me in place, almost daring me to disobey.

      “I’ll give you twelve,” he said coldly. “Twelve wives. Twelve lives. Twelve …well, you get the gist. It’s difficult to be both menacing and rhyme at the same time, so I truly suggest you take my word for it.”

      He smiled, fulfilling my unconscious wish, but the sight chilled me to the core of my being.

      Twelve, I guessed, was the number of security guards under the estate’s employ, and if my powers of deduction accounted for anything, then he had just threatened to kill them all.

      Shadows cut over his gaze, making it seem fathomless, empty. A tense few seconds passed before a sudden cold sweat made my finger drift away from that button—for the moment. “Who are you?” I choked out. “Where is Harper?”

      He frowned and raked a hand through his blond hair.

      “Harper is out for a stroll—” I gulped; Harper wasn’t the type for leisurely walks. Before I could argue that point, the stranger continued. “As for who I am? Well, that is a very general question, Eleanor. You probably just want a name, so I’ll give you one: Dublin.”

      “Dublin?” I echoed. “Like the city in Ireland?”

      “Dublin,” he said. “Like the city in Ireland. What? Don’t like it?” He scratched beneath his chin. “What about Helos? Dublin Helos. It’s a rather fine name if I do say so myself.”

      I couldn’t tell if he was serious. His accent made everything he said sound mocking. Though, at least the strange name would give the police something to call him in their trespassing report—but rather than reach for the panic button again, I found myself continuing the strange conversation despite every instinct warning me not to.

      “Well, Dublin.” I swallowed hard. “Why are you in my bedroom?”

      He shrugged. “It seemed as good as any a place to conduct business.”

      That caught my interest. “Business?”

      Was he a thief after all? Here to drain my family’s accounts under the pretense of a medical house call?

      I bit my lower lip, not liking the expression that crossed his face as he reached into the pocket of his pants and withdrew a neatly folded note.

      “This business. You, my dear, have a contract to sign.”

      I waited for the punch line—obviously, this was another joke—but as the seconds passed, that stern expression never wavered.

      He was serious.

      My mouth fell open. No matter how hard I tried, I couldn’t seem to form any meaningful words—but the shock didn’t last long.

      “Get out.”

      I clutched the sheet to my body as I stood, digging my toes into the plush carpet. The motion carried me away from the panic button, though hell, there had to be a servant—or someone—around to hear me scream. I sucked in air, only to have his laughter startle it back out again. The sound was electric, and Dublin was the definition of a devil-may-care attitude as he inclined his head.

      “How strange,” he murmured. “Just the other day, you could barely support your own weight, and now look at you ...”

      I glanced down before I could stop myself, and it wasn’t long before I understood what he meant.

      I was standing on my own. For the first time in months, I wasn’t forced to hold onto something just to stay upright. Not only that, but my throat wasn’t sore. I didn’t feel dizzy. Breathing alone didn’t exhaust me.

      Alarmed, my gaze swung back up to his face. “What did you do to me?”

      I was positive that he had done something, something dramatic enough to render me unconscious for three days.

      An illegal drug?

      An experimental treatment?

      Rather than give me a definitive answer, Dublin merely flashed another disarming smile, but it was decisively colder than before.

      “Have a seat, Eleanor Gray,” he told me, gesturing to my bed with a wave of his hand. “We have much to discuss.”

      I remained standing—though, I should have screamed, run, darted for that panic button. He was unarmed, and a grin alone shouldn’t have seemed more threatening than any weapon—but there was something in his tone that rooted me to the spot. I had to know …

      “About what?”

      Dublin didn’t respond right away. Instead, he offered something to me that I hadn’t even realized was in his hand until right then.

      At first glance, it could have been a leather binder, like the one a check might come in at a restaurant. However, when the surface caught the light, I noticed something sneering at me from the center of the cover: the golden emblem of a snake.

      “Why don’t you see for yourself?” he suggested, giving the object a shake.

      It was a challenge. When I didn’t move, he extended the book between us, a dangerous olive branch.

      I knew then that I should have run despite his threat. Fingers shaking, I reached out and took the book instead. The moment I did, something cold raced down my spine like the caress of an invisible finger. I could have sworn I heard a voice whisper ‘Don’t’ in my ear as I settled the light object on one palm and flipped it open.

      Trapped between the leather cover was a fancy-looking document that reminded me of my parent’s will. For a brief moment, I wondered sarcastically if he had taken care of that dreaded chore for me. To bolster that hope, my name was written across the top in elegant black script. Only, below that, rather than ‘To whom I bequeath’ was a line reading, ‘Duties of the contractor, hereinafter referred to as the debtor, shall include:’

      A growing sense of dread coiled in my gut as my eyes swept over those scrawled words.

      1. The debtor shall hereby fully submit to the will of the contract holder.

      2. The debtor shall hereby perform any and all duties necessary to fulfill the contract.

      3. The debtor shall hereby…

      “What is this?” I wrenched my eyes back to Dublin’s, unprepared for the emptiness I found in them.

      “It’s what you agreed to, Eleanor.” He wiggled two of his fingers with that white slip of paper tucked between them. “Read the fine print next time—” His tone turned harsh. “Every choice comes with a price.”

      It wasn’t until the waning light reflected off the paper in his hands that I remembered the note with those damn boxes.

      Check for life.

      Check for death.

      Which one had I picked? Suddenly I couldn’t remember.

      “You’re crazy.” I slammed the binder shut and threw it at his feet for good measure. Once …twice, it bounced over the carpet before rebounding off the polished toe of his shoe. “Now get out, before I—”

      “Before you what?” In a burst of cool air, he was in front of me. His gaze locked onto my own as I stumbled back. Those grayish eyes were so dark they nearly touched on black. “Before you what, Eleanor Gray?”

      I couldn’t breathe. A chill wafted from him, as if he’d just come from outside, and my body reacted by tightening in places that made me wish my bed sheets weren’t so damn thin. It didn’t help any that, a split-second later, his expression shifted into another chilling smile.

      “You’re a smart woman,” he declared in a tone so deceptively soft I would have preferred that he shouted. “You know the law of give and take. We made a bargain—and I’ve already upheld my end of it.”

      He gestured to my body with a wave of his hand. Ta-da!

      “I gave you life.”

      “L-Life?” I sputtered incredulously. “I’m terminal.”

      For a second, it didn’t matter that he was a stranger nearly twice my size who had already threatened to kill a dozen people without batting an eyelash. I snorted; an act so unladylike that my mother would have dropped dead if she wasn’t already tucked in her grave. “If you thought you could extort money from me, then sorry to break it to you, but—”

      “Money?”

      Dublin threw back his head and laughed. The odd reaction was so startling that I almost would have preferred that he’d punched me in the stomach.

      “You poor, sweet girl,” he murmured, shaking his head as the chuckle died off. “You think this is about your money?”

      I didn’t like the way he said that. I was used to being the only person who could act blasé about wealth—the Gray fortune was the only reason anyone ever took an interest in me, after all.

      “Then what?” I demanded hoarsely. “What else could you want from me?”

      Suddenly, his thumb shot out to trace my bottom lip. Beneath his touch, my teeth chattered. The bed sheet started to slip through my trembling fingers. Right before I lost my composure completely, his hand fell back to his side.

      “A return on my investment,” he said. “You owe me four days, Eleanor, whether you’ve changed your mind or not. Though be relieved; others have paid far more for even less of a taste.”

      “A t-taste of what?”

      Dublin just smiled. “Hungry?”

      Ironically, I didn’t smell it until then—a faint scent that tainted the air. I turned, scanning my room more closely, and it wasn’t long before I discovered the source. 

      I don’t know how I had missed it before. Someone had set up a small table near the foot of my bed—as well as raided my mother’s china cabinet, apparently. The best selection was on display: the priceless silver and imported porcelain. Mother’s prized crystal vase was even full to bursting with roses that I guessed had been cut right from the garden. The flowers cast a crisp, calming scent that contrasted with the fear racing through me.

      “Well, Eleanor?” From the corner of my eye, I saw Dublin incline his head in acknowledgment. “Ready to negotiate?”

      I suppose I could have gone for the panic button or threatened to scream. I wound up doing neither—perhaps because a part of me wanted to believe that I was still sleeping. Even in this bizarre dream, I wouldn’t let him think he had the upper hand.

      “Of c-course,” I croaked and took a step forward.

      The room swayed alarmingly. It was a struggle just to clutch my bed sheet in place, though I tried not to show it. Instead, I tossed my hair casually over my shoulder and pointed to my wardrobe with what I hoped passed for an impassive expression.

      “Can you grab me that robe?”

      If my lack of threatening to go to the authorities impressed him, he didn’t let on. That mouth just cracked into an amused smile, but he quietly did as I asked and returned to my side a moment later with a velvet dressing gown slung over his arm.

      “Thank you,” I stammered, unnerved by how close he was.

      The memory of his touch lingered over my skin as he watched me drop my sheet and wrestle my arms into the sleeves of the robe. Once fully covered I didn’t feel any less naked than I had before. From the way his gaze smoldered, I had a feeling that Dublin knew it—and relished in my discomfort.

      “Have a seat, Eleanor.”

      At his prompting, I returned my gaze to the table, craning my neck to get a better look. The source of the enticing smell appeared to be bacon and eggs—but only one side of the table was set. Maybe he was watching his figure? Or perhaps bacon and eggs wouldn’t be the only thing on the menu…

      I attempted to take another step toward it and nearly lost my balance. Already that unusual burst of energy seemed to be fading. Realizing this, Dublin reluctantly thrust one hand out in front of me.

      “Here—”

      “No thank you.”

      Ignoring his hand, I staggered the rest of the way to the table. Somehow I managed to collapse into the chair before my legs gave out.

      “Well, Ms. Gray…”

      Dublin was across from me in the blink of an eye, already seated. His eyes gleamed, as if daring me to question how he had managed to move so quickly.

      I didn’t, and after a moment’s pause, he continued. “Shall we begin?”

      “Begin what?” I attempted to hold his gaze and had to bite my lip just to keep the questions inside. I was bursting with them: why was he here? How had he gotten in—again?

      Without bothering to explain himself, he reached across the table and lifted a knife. The dull edge gleamed as he casually swiped through a chunk of butter, heedless of the way I flinched.

      “Toast, Eleanor?”

      When I didn’t answer, he dragged the substance onto a slice anyway and placed it on the plate before me: a challenge.

      The greasy smell of food was tempting—I couldn’t lie—but starving seemed a better option any day than losing what little dignity I had left by giving in to him. So, I politely pushed the toast aside with the tips of my fingers while my stomach grumbled in defiance.

      “Where’s Harper?”

      It was past the usual time when Harper would bring me the newspaper and ask if I wanted to go for a drive. I spared a half-hearted glance around my room, un-surprised when I didn’t find a familiar, wizened figure lurking in the corners. 

      Dublin sighed and waved two fingers dramatically through the air. “Harper. He’s here. He’s there—” Suddenly his gaze honed in on mine and all trace of humor was gone. “He’s alive if that’s what you mean.”

      I shifted to hide my relief. He could have been lying, but the man seemed too…oh, I don’t know. Maybe another one of mother’s words would fit.

      Posh.

      Dublin Helos with those damn good looks and irritating manners was what my darling mother would describe as posh—sneering as she did so.

      Posh were those gallant types who snuck into galas to chat up wealthy, little old ladies and charm the money right out of their ears. They were usually the bastard children of some obscure baron or business tycoon, but rather than the average ‘cad’ as mother put it, the ‘posh’ were honorable to a fault.

      “How did you get in here?”

      This question earned me an amused laugh. “I came in through the front door, Eleanor, really—”

      “Don’t call me that,” I spat before I could help it. “I’m Ellie. Just Ellie.”

      “Oh?” His mouth formed the basis of a smile, but the expression never reached his eyes. “That’s where you’re wrong, Eleanor.” He wagged a finger from left to right. “Now is as good enough a time as any for a first lesson; nicknames are unprofessional.”

      I felt my eyebrow arch into the air.

      “You sound like my mother.”

      Margaret Anna Louise Gray—who would rather be stoned to death than be called Maggie—had been a stickler for decorum. She never called me Ellie. Not once, even during a fleeting moment of affection.

      It was always Eleanor.

      “I’m Ellie,” I insisted, though I stared at the violet wallpaper behind his head rather than meet his gaze. “I won’t answer to anything else.”

      I couldn’t see his reaction, but when he spoke again, his tone was level.

      “I think now would be the best time for us to negotiate our terms.”

      “Terms for what?” The words distracted me enough that I turned to face him, and instantly regretted it when he placed something on my side of the table.

      A familiar golden snake hissed at me from a rectangle of black leather, and I wanted nothing more than to push it—and the entire table, for good measure—away from me.

      Fingers shaking, I choked down the fear and delicately flicked the book open with the end of my thumb instead.

      “What is this?” I asked, even though I knew damn well what
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