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Chapter 1
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He stands up from the couch. "We have some things to discuss." I feel my anger snap through me. That's the first thing he says to me. We have some things to discuss. He hasn't seen me in two weeks. I look like I was on the wrong side of a semi, my whole body screaming at me with pain. And, oh yeah, he's been lying to me for my entire life!

I cross the room in three strides and clock him across the face. He takes a stumbling step back but stays on his feet. He cups his cheek.

"Shit," Ethan says from where he sits on the couch. 

Malachi sighs and moves over to the wet bar. "So much for hearing him out." He comes back and hands Oliver a towel filled with ice. He moves over to hand me one as well, but I wave it off. It's been hours since my injuries. Ice isn't going to help them right now. No matter how much my ribs are screaming at me from that punch. He moves back over to the bar to fix himself a drink.

With the ice filled cloth pressed to his cheek, Oliver gestures to the couch. "You should sit. You look dead on your feet."

I just glare at him and move over to the bar with Malachi. I grab down a bottle of Clase Azul tequila and move back to the sitting area, not even grabbing a glass. Flopping down into an armchair, I open the bottle and take a swig. Malachi snorts from the bar at me for drinking straight from a $6,000 bottle of tequila. He covers his smirk with his glass, taking a sip.

Oliver sighs and sits back down on the couch, keeping the ice on his face. "I know you're mad," he starts. I raise an eyebrow, taking another swig from the bottle. "But I want to start by saying I'm so happy you're back. When I heard Dupont had taken you... I was ready to throw everything out the window and burn it all down to get you back."

I scoff. He wasn't ready to burn it all down until the second kidnapping. What about when I was taken to Masterson Mansion? What about when I was raped? What about when I had to kill an innocent teenager? If he'd been taken, I would have burned the entire world to get him back. I just keep drinking and stare him down.

Malachi heads over and sits in the armchair across from me just as Hayden walks in. Hayden takes in my stiff posture, the tequila bottle in my hands, and Oliver holding ice to his face and says, "Going well, I see." 

He moves over and perches on the armrest beside Ethan. I take another swig of the tequila and bring my attention back to Oliver. "Why don't you start at the beginning? Who are these guys? How do you know them? How long have you been in whatever this world is?"

Oliver blows out a breath and drums his fingers on his leg, which has been one of his tells since we were kids. I know he's deciding what he's going to tell me. I stare him down. "Oliver Antonio Lastorino, if you lie to me right now, I will walk out that door and take my chances with whatever the fuck is out there waiting for me. Because no matter how horrible Masterson Mansion was, everyone there was a straight shooter, and I'd rather take my chances with those perverts than sit here in the dark with a group of men I can't trust."

Malachi places his hand over his heart. "You don't trust me? And here I thought we... connected," he feigns hurt.

Oliver looks between the two of us. "What is he talking about?" He looks to me. Malachi smirks. He is such an ass.

"Oliver," I grit out between clenched teeth. "Focus." 

Oliver shakes his head, but his jaw is still tense. I know we will come back to that comment later. But seriously, he can fuck right off. 

"The simplest explanation is we're part of an intricate network of crime families that run the city," Oliver says. "Your grandmother was part of this network as well, but she wanted to keep you out of it."

"Why?" I ask.

He sends out a puff of air. "Your father... he was not a good man to put it lightly. Your grandmother told your mother not to marry him, but she wouldn't listen. He was from another crime family, one that your grandmother systematically wiped out over the years after your mother's death. 

"Your father's family ran drugs. There was a fire at one of their warehouses. Two-thirds of their drug cache went up in flames. They didn't have the money to cover the costs to the cartel, so they asked the other families for help. No one wanted the cartel sniffing around the area, so a deal was struck. The families each contributed and paid off the debt. 

Your father was supposed to pay off them all back. If he didn't... you were his collateral. Unfortunately, your parents died in that car crash shortly after your father made the deal. The rest of his family had no interest in fulfilling the deal. They didn't care if the other families took you.

"Your grandmother was able to gain custody of you and she paid off the debt. But... some of the other families didn't agree that this was a legitimate way to complete the contract. They still wanted you. They were too afraid of your grandmother to move against you, though. Once she died, all bets were off.

"I... I didn't realize they would move in so fast. I thought there was still time. When they took you at the bar... I'm so sorry Athena. I should have protected you better."

I stare at the coffee table, mulling over everything he said. There are so many questions running through my head. "That still doesn't explain why these three men are here," I say, moving my finger in a circle and pointing at the men.

"We're here because we want to be here, little fighter," Ethan says.

"Cool, great, thanks for the nonanswer. But, if I'm interpreting this story correctly, the Masterson family is one of the families who still wanted me as collateral. So, what are two of the sons from that family doing here? And what role does your family play in this exactly, Ethan? I mean, you were High Guard at the mansion, for fuck's sake!"

"My father has his faults, but all he cared about was getting the money back. He didn't care where it came from. Once your grandmother paid him, he washed his hands of the whole business," Ethan says. He looks as exhausted as I feel, but I know I need to get as much information as I can right now. There will be time for sleep later.

"Father doesn't like me very much, thinks I'm too soft," Hayden says, looking down at his lap. "When I turned eighteen, I left the mansion. Oliver offered me a place to live here at the Paradiso. I've basically been living here since the hotel was completed." 

"I left a few years after Hayden," Malachi says. His jaw is set, so I know he's not going to elaborate. I don't push it... for now. 

"And what's the Lastorino family's stance on all of this?" I ask.

Oliver pushes his glasses up with his middle finger, which I know is intentional. Part of me wants to laugh at the gesture, but most of me is irritated. It's a valid question.

"I am the head of the Lastorino family. You know my father died a few years ago. You really think I would want you human trafficked?"

"Well, you were planning on buying me, so what do I know?" I quip.

Oliver slams his glass down on the table. The cool mask he's worn this entire conversation finally cracking. Pure anger flashes across his face but I can see the hurt in the back of his eyes as well. "NO, ATHENA! I do not want you sold and passed around like a toy!" He storms off, entering what I assume is a bedroom, and slams the door. The room goes silent for a moment.

"That was a little too far, little one. He's done nothing but try to get you out of that horrible place for the past two weeks," Malachi says.

All the emotions swirling around in me decide to explode as anger. I throw the tequila bottle as hard as I can. It smashes to pieces against the wall. I jump up from my seat, my ribs protesting. "No! It was a valid question! The person I thought was my best friend has been lying to me my entire life! Even if I had known he was the head of his family, which I fucking didn't, I would not know if his whole family wanted me to go up for auction so they could make more money! Take five seconds to think about what I went through the past two weeks instead of what you guys went through. The only two people I have ever really cared about in this entire world lied to me. They let me walk into a situation unprepared. If they had just told me... Maybe I wouldn't have words carved into my skin. Maybe..." I trail off, choking on the lump in my throat. 

After swallowing a few times, I look back at the boys. "Which one of these rooms is supposed to be mine for the night?" The boys all look at me with wide eyes, but I can see the pity lurking in their gaze. Hayden wordlessly points to the door beside the one Oliver went through. Of course he would put us beside each other. I walk back over to the bar, grab another bottle of tequila, and wordlessly walk into the bedroom, shutting the door behind me. 

The bedside lamps are on, casting a soft glow over the room. I barely look around before heading into the bathroom. I crank the shower on and strip out of my tattered red dress, throwing it in the trashcan. I will never wear red again. I open the new bottle of tequila and take a few healthy swigs while I wait for the water to get warm.

Setting the bottle on the sink, I step into the shower and let the hot water run over me, watching the blood run down the drain. I'm just so exhausted. My back hits the shower wall and I sink to the floor, curling into a ball. And finally, the tears come. Great wracking sobs escaping me. 

I've never felt so alone in my entire life. Nothing is what I thought it was. I do not know how long I sit there before I hear the shower door open. I don't look up. "Go away."

"No." The voice belongs to Oliver. He comes over and sits on the floor of the shower with me, pulling me into his lap. He wraps his arms around me. "You may hate me, but I will always be here for you."

He rubs my back as I continue to sob into his chest. Eventually, the sobs turn into gentle crying and slowly the tears stop all together. Oliver stands us up and moves me back under the spray. It's at this point I notice Oliver is naked and not wearing his glasses. 

It's not the first time I've seen him naked and, with how I'm feeling right now, I can't even seem to bring myself to care. Oliver steps over to the wall and grabs some shampoo. He has me lean back and scrubs my hair. As I rinse the shampoo out, he grabs some conditioner and repeats the same process. Finally, he takes a washcloth and gently scrubs my body clean.

Turning the shower off, he grabs a towel and wraps me up. I stand there silently as he grabs his own towel. "We should probably get a wrap on those ribs," he remarks. He must have used our time in the shower to catalogue my injuries. I just nod. The numbness has taken over and I just follow along like a robot.

He leaves the room and returns wearing a pair of sweatpants and caring a few supplies. I'm still seated on the bed where he left me. He instructs me to stand up and drop the towel. I do as he says. He wraps my ribs and gives me a couple of pain pills. I take the pills with the glass of water he gives me, then lay down under the covers.

Oliver goes to leave. I may be beyond angry with him right now, but I'm also feeling too weak to be in here alone. "Will... Will you stay with me?" 

He doesn't hesitate. He walks around the room, flipping off the lamps. He slides under the covers and wraps his arms around me. "You're safe now, Athena. I won't let anything else hurt you."

I drift off to sleep. My last thought is, does that include you?
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I wake up slowly the next morning. The sun is shining in through the sliding glass doors running along the wall of the room. I turn over and pull the covers up, trying to hide from the light. That's when I realize the bed is empty and his side is cold, so Oliver must have left a while ago. 

I sit up and push my mussed hair out of my face. Ugh, I should have brushed it last night. It's one big, tangled mess. 

I look around the room for the first time since coming in here. It's a large room with a California King bed. The room is colored with different shades of blue, my favorite color. The bed has a sky-blue duvet; the walls are white, the bench at the end of the bed is a light blue with a white chair in the corner. 

I slowly get up. I don't get a headache after drinking, but my stomach wants to murder me. If I move too fast, I'm going to throw up and I really don't think my ribs can take that. I gently move over to the sliding glass doors. I have a direct view of the beach beyond the hotel. It's a beautiful view. This place isn't called the Paradiso for nothing. 

Sighing, I turn toward the dresser and dig through to see if there are any clothes, since I obviously don't have any on me. I open the top drawer to find underwear and
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