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      Kane

      

      I fucking hate groveling. Nothing makes my trigger finger itch quite like the sight of a grown man reduced to a whimpering mess, begging for his miserable life. It’s pathetic. But what disgusts me more is how often they think it’ll work.

      “How much do you owe me?” I don't need to ask; I already know. 

      The sniveling worm chokes through his sobs, “Twenty thousand.” He sucks in a breath, his gaze glued to me as I stand. 

      "Why were you gambling at Hanzos?” A hot ball of anger is moving up my chest. “Did you think I didn’t know about that?” His ignorance would be amusing if it weren’t so infuriating. “You lost nine thousand there just last night.”

      “I… I thought-”

      “You thought that I was too fucking stupid to keep tabs on you!” My voice is calm as I grab ahold of his wet, disgusting face. “That was my money you lost last night, the money you owed to me.”

      “I’m sorry, Kane. Please, I need more-”

      “If you say 'time,’ I’m going to blow a hole through your skull. You’ve had six months. Where the fuck is my money?” I press my fingers into his cheeks, squeezing. 

      “I can get it to you by Friday.”

      “And how do you plan to do that? Sell organs on the black market? You useless fucking waste of space.”

      “M-My wife can dance at The Playground! She can-”

      His whining voice is silenced by my loud laughter.

      “You’re offering me your wife?” Unbelievable. If I thought he was useless before—now I’m sure.

      “Yes, I heard that some people transfer their debts-” The deafening bang of my Glock silences the room. I’m done with this conversation. I’m done with him.

      Wiping a drop of blood spatter from my cheek, I turn to the group of trembling men lined up waiting for their own judgments.

      “What the fuck was he talking about?”

      One of my enforcers shuffles slightly on his feet, and the ever-present calm rage starts to boil in my veins.

      “What the fuck was he talking about?” I annunciate each word.

      The room is silent enough to hear the thumping hearts of everyone quietly praying I don’t call them forward.

      “You,” I point to an older man in the back. My enforcer grabs his arm and drags him forward.

      “Tell me what the fuck he was talking about and I’ll spare you, no questions asked.”

      “When someone dies, the debt moves to one of their family members. People transfer debts to pay them off faster, wives, daughters." The man's voice shakes.

      My finger moves over the trigger as I turn to my men. No one will make eye contact. These mother fuckers.

      “You,” I point to the man, “get the fuck out of here. My men… who authorized this? I feel I have been very clear, debtors pay their debts, not their families. That fucking spineless rat was trying to shift his debt over to his wife.”

      No one speaks, no one makes eye contact.

      Pulling the trigger twice, two large bodies hit the floor.

      “Who!” My voice booms through the room.

      “Zion, Sir.” Someone finally says.

      Of course, he did. I knew it was him. No one else would defy me. I just wanted someone to speak up and say it. 

      “It stops today. Clean up this mess, now.”

      Leaving the trembling crowd with my men, I walk briskly from the marble hall.

      It looks like it’s time to pay my little brother a visit. Thunder rumbles in the night sky as the first raindrops land on my shoes.

      “The Playground,” I nod to Declan as he pulls the car door open for me.

      “Right away, sir.”

      The grimy city streets flash past the windows as he expertly maneuvers the back alleys and side streets.

      Pouring whiskey into a crystal glass from the backseat bar, I let the warm burn quell my rage.

      The twinkling neon lights of The Playground illuminate the dark, reflecting off of the wet asphalt.

      As usual, there is a line of drunk, disorderly men outside waiting to get inside to pay for the privilege of watching naked women gyrate on stage.

      Stepping out of the open door, I nod to Dec, “Wait nearby. I won’t be here long.”

      “Yes, Sir.”

      As the bouncer opens the velvet ropes for me to enter, I note my men standing quietly in line. The loud, obnoxious noise, gone.

      “As you were, gentlemen, it’s your night off.”

      The hooting and hollering echo through the street as the door closes behind me.

      Animals, all of them.

      A fully nude woman is on the end of the stage in a full split, her ass shaking to the loud music. I look past her for my brother. Where is that stupid fucker? I would like to get out of here as quickly as possible.

      “Gentlemen, get your dollars ready!” His voice blasts through the speakers, “Buttercup has a special show for you tonight!”

      I finally spot him at the sound booth as ‘Buttercup’ slinks across the stage.

      Beckoning him with one finger, I walk through the door behind the bar toward his office. The two-way glass window in his office gives a clear view of the stage. Sitting on the stiff leather couch, I watch Buttercup’s “special show.”

      Leaning back, I close my eyes. There is nothing special about this show. A naked bitch dancing on a pole, the same as every other.

      “Kane!” Zion enters the room loudly, my moment of peace ruined.

      I stand and stare at him with folded arms.

      “What?”

      “You know what.”

      He thinks for a moment, “Is this about that fucker I shot yesterday? Look, man, he was coming after me!”

      “No. That’s not what this is about. Who did you shoot?”

      “Oh, just some guy. I was fucking his wife, and he had the nerve to show up here and burst into my office!”

      I chuckle, “Yeah, no, I don’t give a fuck about that.”

      “Then what?”

      “I’ve been informed that you’re taking debt transfers again. I hate that shit. It stops now, tonight. Anyone who is paying a debt for someone else finishes the night, and tomorrow you will have to find new dancers. I don’t care what you have to do to get your money back from the fucker you lent it to, but don’t let them switch that shit over.”

      He rolls his eyes. “Yeah, yeah, OK."

      “Stop fucking doing it or I’ll shoot you.”

      A wide grin splits his face. "That's what you said last time.”
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      Anaïs 

      

      Drip, drip, drip.

      My heart is pounding in my ears. Each step into the alley makes bile rise in my throat. I’m not supposed to be here, he told me to wait in the car.

      When four men walked back out onto the street and he wasn’t with them, I knew something bad had happened. I didn’t hear gunshots, so I’m holding out hope that he’s alive.

      My feet crunch over broken glass, and I freeze. It’s eerily quiet aside from the constant drip.

      The flicker of the streetlight casts shadows on the building beside me. Each time something moves, I panic only to have it be nothing.

      The air is damp and foggy, and the rain is falling like a mist now. The delicate drizzle has soaked me down to the skin, leaving me shivering.

      Trampled cardboard and bags of trash are piled high on either side, making the walkway narrow. When I reach the dumpster at the end, I’m gripped with fear. Inhaling a shaky breath, I pull up on my toes to peek inside.

      Trash. It’s full of trash.

      The momentary relief I feel is short-lived. A groan draws my attention to a pile of garbage on the other side of the dumpster.

      “Dad?”

      As I cautiously approach the sound, my heart pounds in my throat. As I move one of the bags, I see his hand.

      “Oh, God, dad!” Tossing the bags to the side, I move them enough to see his face.

      “Anaïs, run,” he coughs, and blood dribbles down his chin.

      “I can’t leave you here!" Even if I wanted to run, my body won’t go. Every muscle in my body is tight, coiled in fear, too tense to move.

      “Go,” he chokes out.

      “Let me help you, I’ll get you home,” I try to stop the bleeding, but it appears to be coming from everywhere. I keep pressing down on the bloody open wounds, but it’s a useless effort.

      “Anaïs, run,” his voice is stern. If he wasn’t so gravely injured, I would fear my punishment for disobeying.

      Tears burn and blind my eyes as I stand on shaky legs. I want to stay for a moment to say our goodbyes. The words are all clogged in my throat. A painful ball of emotion is stuck there, blocking my attempt to speak. 

      As I take a step away, his breathing changes; the harsh, labored breaths are suddenly quiet. Against his orders, I watch his chest instead of running. There is no movement.

      I don’t need to check. He’s dead. In my heart, I know it.

      The streetlight flickers and breaks my transfixed gaze.

      With the quietest steps I can manage over the gravel and glass, I run toward the opening at the other end of the alley.

      Dad’s car is parked just across the street. Stepping onto the sidewalk, I collide with the solid chest of a very large man.

      Falling backward I brace myself for impact with the ground, but it doesn’t come. The man has me by the arm, holding me suspended in midair.

      He’s not alone. The equally large man behind him smiles down at me. The kind of smile that makes my stomach roll.

      “Hello, love! We were just looking for you,” his blood-stained hand wraps tightly around my mouth, and he pulls me from the other man’s grip.

      I thrash and struggle, but it’s no use. The blunt handle of his gun comes down over my head, causing my vision to blur before going completely black.

      Everything is hazy for a moment, just darkness and confusion. Then I remember. 

      Jolting forward, I sit up and open my eyes. The sudden movement and brightness of the room make me wince. Nauseous and dizzy, I drop my head back down.

      “You’re awake!”

      I crack one eye open to find the origin of such a cheery voice.

      The girl standing in front of me is naked except for two small heart-shaped stickers over her breasts.

      “Let me go get Zion!”

      Before I have a chance to say anything, she’s bouncing out of the room.

      With a groan, I force myself to sit up again. I’m on a filthy, itchy plaid sofa in the corner of a small room. There are racks of bikinis, if they could even be classified as such, lining one wall. A small desk with a mirror is pushed against the other wall.

      Make-up, hygiene products, condoms, clear plastic heels, and articles of clothing are thrown all around the room.

      The door swings open, and the same girl skips inside. An intimidatingly large man follows behind her.

      As soon as I get a look at his face, my pulse quickens. The girl said his name earlier, but it didn’t register.

      Zion Azrael. The devil’s little brother.

      He would be almost impossible not to recognize due to his stature and tattoos, but one, in particular, gives him away.

      Damned. Inked under his eye on his right cheek.

      I’m glad I’m sitting down. My legs are trembling, so I’m not sure I would be able to stand.

      “Hello, babydoll.” He sits beside me on the sofa with a smile that sends a chill up my spine. It’s sweet, kind even; that’s what scares me. My father told me all about him, I know what horrors hide behind his handsome face.

      “Do you know why you’re here?” His voice is almost soft, as if he knows a harsh word would crack my already thin composure. 

      Not trusting my voice, I shake my head.

      “Your father owed me a large sum of money. Now that he’s departed, I need to recoup that somehow. Do you understand where this is going?”

      I nod my head again.

      “Good girl. You will work here, at The Playground, until I am satisfied that the debt is repaid.”

      I don’t know what The Playground is, but I can guess based on the mostly naked girl behind him.

      “The harder you work, the more money you earn, the faster the debt will be paid, and you will be free to leave. Do you understand, babydoll?”

      Turning to the girl, he stands, “show her around, get her settled in, then get your ass back out there.”

      When he’s gone, she sits down beside me. My fingers gently prod the throbbing wound just inside of my hairline.

      “I’m Kelly,” she pulls me up to stand, “my stage name is Honey. Sounds like you’re going to be called Babydoll.”

      I stumble slightly as I follow her out the door and across the hall to another room. This one is almost identical except it’s empty aside from the furniture.

      “This will be your room. Do you have anything with you?”

      “W-Wait, am I not allowed to go back to my house?”

      “No, you live here now.”

      Lunging forward, I fall to my knees in front of a small plastic trash can. My stomach heaves, forcing up the small amount of food I ate today.

      By the time I stop retching, my face is covered in tears and sweat.

      I stay down on my knees, holding my pounding head as I sob into my hands.

      “Look, I won’t sugarcoat this. I don’t know how much you owe, but you’re probably going to be here for a while. No use crying. Get up and start working, Zion is fair. You can keep half of your tips for personal expenses, or you can give him eighty percent to get out faster. Work hard, keep your head down, and stay out of trouble. It’s not too shabby."

      “What do I have to do?”

      “There are several jobs. You can dance, that’s what I do. It makes the most money. You can serve drinks or you can clean. If you clean you have to work out wages with Zion, but trust me, you don’t want to do that. This place is filthy, and the pay is shit!”

      “How long have you been here?”

      “A year. My debt should be paid off in three months, but I’m going to stay on as a hired dancer.”

      My throat closes up, and I feel like I’m choking. A year?

      “Come on, let me show you around so I can get back to work.”

      She stands up and studies me with furrowed brows.

      “You can’t wear that. Follow me.”
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      Anaïs

      

      “I-I can’t. No way! I can’t wear that!”

      She’s holding out a piece of string with two tiny triangles in the middle of it.

      “Why not? It will fit you.” She holds one of the triangles up over my chest.

      “No! I can’t. Is there-  Do you have something that’s a little bit… more?” I gesture over my body.

      She hums and runs her fingers over the almost nonexistent scraps of fabric in front of her.

      “Come here,” she takes my hand and pulls me out and down the hallway to a room with “Cinnamon” written on a piece of tape stuck to the door.

      “Cin? We’ve got a new girl, and she needs something to wear.” She taps on the door.

      I’m startled as it flies open—a naked woman stepping out.

      “Ten percent of your tips tonight, and you can have anything you want.” A smile spreads over her lips. Not a kind smile, but a slick one. 

      Honey rolls her eyes but follows her into the room.

      “Deal?” She puts her hands on her hips and taps her foot impatiently.

      She has some things that look like they might cover me somewhat.

      “Yes, deal.” I don't have a choice but to accept her terms. 

      “I’ll be coming to collect when my shift is over. I’ve got to go,” she checks her lips in the mirror before rushing out.

      “Please, hurry,” Honey sounds anxious.

      I look over the rack, my brain unable to make a decision.

      “What about this?” She holds up a sheer pink camisole with the smallest panties I’ve ever seen.

      “I, ok, sure.” I grab it and, with shaking fingers, start to undress. My plain gray t-shirt and jeans are suddenly prized possessions that I wish to never part with.

      “You can’t go out there like that,” she points at my body, “you can’t have any hair.”

      Yes, ok, this is definitely hell. Too bad you can’t actually die from embarrassment, or I would be free from this situation.

      “Look, go to the bathroom down the hall and ask for Lindy; she’ll get you fixed up. I’ll be watching for you. When you come out, I’ll show you around.”

      She takes my hand and pulls me out into the hallway, pointing to the bathroom door as she quickly leaves me.

      “H-Hello? Lindy?” I call into the bathroom.

      “Who are you?” A woman stands up from an armchair, cigarette smoke clouding the air.

      “I’m Babydoll, I’m new. Honey sent me to find you.” The name is rancid on my tongue.

      “Ah,” she nods and gestures to a plastic card table set up in the middle of the floor, “lay down, I’ll have you out of here in ten minutes.”

      True to her word, she had me waxed as bare as the day I was born in no time at all. She wiped away the blood that had dried on my forehead and put a first aid cream on the gash. She also administered a birth control shot. I guess she's a jill of all trades.

      With tender skin, I make my way down the long hallway. The camisole is so short and see-through. I keep pulling it down, trying to cover more of myself, but there’s not enough fabric.

      The door at the end of the hallway might as well be a three-headed demon. I’m walking so slowly that it might take me the rest of tonight just to make it there. I don’t want to go out there. The fear and anxiety are like pressure in my chest. I can’t take a breath. My vision is blurry, and my heart is pounding into my ribs so hard it’s painful.

      When I reach the door, I have to choke down air as best I can to keep from throwing up.

      I lean my forehead onto the wood, forcing my emotions down. I don’t have a choice, I have to do this.

      The door opens from the other side, the loss of support sending me forward onto the ground.

      “Babydoll!” I feel a hand on my arm. “I was just coming to look for you, are you alright?”

      “No." Bile starts to rise in my throat as I panit. "I want to clean, I’ll be a cleaner, I can’t do this!"

      A small crowd has gathered around us now, mostly men, loud and laughing. Honey’s face is sympathetic as she helps me up and leads me toward the bar.

      “Let’s go see if Zion is free.”

      A door behind the bar leads us to a narrow staircase. She knocks at the door at the top of the stairs.

      “Come in.” His voice booms over the loud music downstairs.

      I gasp, shocked, and horrified when we step into the room. Zion is sitting behind his desk, a naked woman sitting on his lap, facing us. The girl bounces up and down on top of him. She doesn’t stop or try to cover up, it’s like she doesn’t notice us.

      “What do you need?” His voice is tight.

      “Babydoll wants to clean.”

      “We don’t need any more cleaners, sorry, Babydoll,” he grunts and starts rubbing his hand between the woman’s legs. She moans loudly and bounces faster.

      I'm blushing, heat burning in my cheeks as I try not to watch them. 

      “Come on,” Honey grabs my hand and pulls me out of the room, closing the door quickly behind her. “I’ll introduce you to Coco the bartender. You can be a cocktail waitress.”

      “Do I still have to wear this?” 

      “No." She cringes. "But I get the feeling you won’t like the waitress uniform either.” She hooks her arm in mine and walks me toward the crowded bar. “Coco?” She yells over the vibrating bass toward a woman making drinks. She’s wearing a bodysuit made of three leather straps that sit on her chest, covering nothing. Another strap comes down between her legs like a loop, connecting behind her to the chest straps.

      “Is that the uniform?” I mumble to myself as the woman makes her way toward us.

      “This is Babydoll. She’s going to be your new server.”

      “The tables start at one and go up to fifty. Each section is divided up between the servers. You can take this area near the bar for tonight,” she yells over her shoulder as she walks back through the bar. I run after her, trying to keep up. I look back to thank Honey, but she’s already disappeared. “You go to the table, take the drink order, write it on a ticket, then put the ticket here,” she points to a silver spike sticking out of the bar. There are papers stacked up. “When your drinks are made, use a tray to carry them to the table. I will put the order ticket on the tray if it’s a large order. Got it?”

      I nod, trying to replay every word she said.

      “Cool, let’s go get you a uniform. Everyone settles their bill at the end of the night. Don’t let them talk you into saving it for tomorrow.” There is a glint of anger in her eyes as she speaks. “If you let them leave without paying their bill, you assume that debt.”

      She hands me a black leather thing. This might be worse than the camisole.

      I try to place the strips of leather deliberately, hoping to get at least some coverage. Staring at myself in the mirror, I take a deep breath. My father would kill me for letting myself get pulled into the situation.

      His words of warning echo through my head as I walk down the hallway toward the bar again. “Once you’re there, once it has you, The Underworld won’t ever let you leave.”

      I’ve lived most of my life tucked inside of an apartment, hidden from the lurking evil. Now, in just a few hours, I’ve found myself consumed by it.

      My section is empty most of the time because the tables aren’t close enough to the stage. Song after song blares through the speakers. Buttercup, Cookie, Sweetie, Pixie, Candy, Muffin, and several other cutesy food-named women take to the stage.

      I’m in awe of what they can do and the way they move their bodies. Mostly, I’m grateful that they are drawing attention from the crowd. No one seems to care about me at all.

      That is the only silver lining.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 4

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      Anaïs 

      
      Honey is onstage, she’s upside down, hanging onto the pole, spinning slowly so that each time she passes the crowd, her widespread legs reveal her.

      She has sparkling jewelry between her legs. Not that I meant to look; it’s just difficult not to.

      There really isn't a safe place to look anywhere in the building. Every dark corner is filled with someone doing something unsavory. I've never felt more lost and out of place in all my life.  

      “Hey, I haven’t seen you here before!” A man grabs my arm, yanking me closer to him.

      “Would you like something to drink?” My voice shakes.

      His eyes are laser-focused on the thin strip of leather between my legs. “I’m parched, baby.” He licks his lips and starts to lean down toward me.

      I freeze like a deer in the headlights.

      He presses his face into my neck and inhales. I feel the slimy tip of his tongue against my skin. It’s the jolt I need to make my body move. Pressing both hands against his chest, I push him away as hard as I can.

      It turns out my most impressive physical efforts do very little against a man of this size.

      He barely moves, one of his feet sliding back slightly to steady himself against the force of my hands.

      A twisted smirk stretches across his face, and my stomach, still queasy from earlier, rolls again. He’s liable to hurt me. I can just feel it. I haven’t been in contact with many people, but even I, in all of my naïveté, can see that he means me harm.

      “P-Please, let me go.” I try not to whimper, but it comes out anyway. 

      He doesn’t respond with words, instead walking forward with my arm still tightly in his grip. My body drags, but he might as well be holding nothing.

      “Let go!” I ball up the fist of my loose arm and hit him repeatedly.

      He looks down at me the way a person looks at a fly. A minor nuisance.

      He walks confidently through the club, past the stage. In a dark corner sits a door. Instantly, I know he’s leading me there. I drag my feet, trying to dig my heels into the ground. I don’t want to go back there. I know nothing good is waiting for me there. 

      “Come on,” he says, tightening his grip and pulling me harder.

      “Let me go!” I yell, hoping someone will hear me. There are people everywhere, but no one is paying attention to us. The music is loud, the lights are dim, and there is a dancer on stage. If anyone is seeing this, they don’t care to get involved.

      His ring-clad hand slaps over my mouth, a sharp pain shooting across my lips as they split under the force of his grip. The metallic taste of blood fills my mouth.

      When we reach the door, he opens it and pulls me in with him. It’s just like the hallway with the dressing rooms, except the light hanging above us is red.

      A sweaty, musty smell hangs in the thick air. Moaning, screaming, and the occasional sound of skin slapping together slip from underneath the doors as we pass by them.

      Just as we walk past a door, it opens.

      A naked woman with hickies covering her neck and chest steps out. A man is pulling up his pants in the room behind her.

      “Is this room free?” The man holding my arm asks her.

      “It is now.”

      Before the other man is even fully dressed, he’s pulling me into the room.

      My mouth is so dry I can’t speak. I look around frantically searching for something, someone, anything.

      There is no salvation in this place.

      “Yo, who are you? Are you new?” The girl steps back inside the room.

      My wide eyes meet hers, and my bloody lips tremble.

      “Leto, she’s wearing a bar uniform,” she says, looking at the man who brought me here. “Sweets, did you agree to come back here with him?”

      I shake my head a frantic no, and she reaches forward, grabbing my arm.

      “Fuck you, Kitty, mind your own business,” he growls at her.

      “Leto, you fucking rapist. I swear to God, I’m telling Zion about this. There is so much willing pussy in this fucking place, and you have to grab the
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