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            About This Book

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        I’m one of four Willow daughters.

        He’s the first-born son of the Scafoni family. And we have history.

      

        

      
        For generations, the Scafoni family have demanded a sacrifice of us. A virgin daughter to atone for sins so old, we don’t even remember what they are anymore.

      

        

      
        But when you have as much money as they do, you don’t play by the rules. You make them.

      

        

      
        And Sebastian Scafoni makes all the rules.

      

        

      
        The moment I saw him, I knew he would choose me. Even though the mark on my sheath declared me unclean. Even though my beautiful sisters stood beside me, offered to him, he still chose me.

      

        

      
        He made me his.

        And then he set out to break me.
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        Helena

      

      

      

      I’m the oldest of the Willow quadruplets. Four girls. Always girls. Every single quadruplet birth, generation after generation, it’s always girls.

      This generation’s crop yielded the usual, but instead of four perfect, beautiful dolls, there were three.

      And me.

      And today, our twenty-first birthday, is the day of harvesting.

      That’s the Scafoni family’s choice of words, not ours. At least not mine. My parents seem much more comfortable with it than my sisters and I do, though.

      Harvesting is always on the twenty-first birthday of the quads. I don’t know if it’s written in stone somewhere or what, but it’s what I know and what has been on the back of my mind since I learned our history five years ago.

      There’s an expression: those who cannot remember the past are condemned to repeat it. Well, that’s bullshit, because we Willows know well our past and look at us now.

      The same blocks that have been used for centuries standing in the old library, their surfaces softened by the feet of every other Willow Girl who stood on the same stumps of wood, and all I can think when I see them, the four lined up like they are, is how archaic this is, how fucking unreal. How they can’t do this to us.

      Yet, here we are.

      And they are doing this to us.

      But it’s not us, really.

      My shift is marked.

      I’m unclean.

      So it’s really my sisters.

      Sometimes I’m not sure who I hate more, my own family for allowing this insanity generation after generation, or the Scafoni monsters for demanding the sacrifice.

      “It’s time,” my father says. His voice is grave.

      He’s aged these last few months. I wonder if that’s remorse because it certainly isn’t backbone.

      I heard he and my mother argue once, exactly once, and then it was over.

      He simply accepted it.

      Accepted that tonight, his daughters will be made to stand on those horrible blocks while a Scafoni bastard looks us over, prods and pokes us, maybe checks our teeth like you would a horse, before making his choice. Before taking one of my sisters as his for the next three years of her life.

      I’m not naive enough to be unsure what that will mean exactly. Maybe my sisters are, but not me.

      “Up on the block. Now, Helena.”

      I look at my sisters who already stand so meekly on their appointed stumps. They’re all paler than usual tonight and I swear I can hear their hearts pounding in fear of what’s to come.

      When I don’t move right away, my father painfully takes my arm and lifts me up onto my block and all I can think, the one thing that gives me the slightest hope, is that if Sebastian Scafoni chooses me, I will find some way to end this. I won’t condemn my daughters to this fate. My nieces. My granddaughters.

      But he won’t choose me, and I think that’s why my parents are angrier than usual with me.

      See, I’m the ugly duckling. At least I’d be considered ugly standing next to my sisters.

      And the fact that I’m unclean—not a virgin—means I won’t be taken.

      The Scafoni bastard will choose one of their precious golden daughters instead.

      Golden, to my dark. Golden—quite literally. Sparkling almost, my sisters.

      I glance at them as my father attaches the iron shackle to my ankle. He doesn’t do this to any of them. They’ll do as they’re told, even as their gazes bounce from the closed twelve-foot doors to me and back again and again and again.

      But I have no protection to offer. Not tonight. Not on this one.

      The backs of my eyes burn with tears I refuse to shed.

      “How can you do this? How can you allow it?” I ask for the hundredth time. I’m talking to my mother while my father clasps the restraints on my wrists, making sure I won’t attack the monsters.

      “Better gag her, too.”

      It’s my mother’s response to my question and, a moment later, my father does as he’s told and ensures my silence.

      I hate my mother more, I think. She’s a Willow quadruplet. She witnessed a harvesting herself. Witnessed the result of this cruel tradition.

      Tradition.

      A tradition of kidnapping.

      Of breaking.

      Of destroying.

      I look to my sisters again. Three almost carbon copies of each other, with long blonde hair curling around their shoulders, flowing down their backs, their blue eyes wide with fear.

      Well, except in Julia’s case.

      She’s different than the others. She’s more…eager. But I don’t think she has a clue what they’ll do to her.

      Me, no one would guess I came from the same batch.

      Opposite their gold, my hair is so dark a black, it appears almost blue, with one single, wide streak of silver to relieve the stark shade, a flaw I was born with. And contrasting their cornflower-blue eyes, mine are a midnight sky; there too, the only relief the silver specks that dot them.

      They look like my mother. Like perfect dolls.

      I look like my great-aunt, also named Helena, down to the silver streak I refuse to dye. She’s in her nineties now. I wonder if they had to lock her in her room and steal her wheelchair, so she wouldn’t interfere in the ceremony.

      Aunt Helena was the chosen girl of her generation. She knows what’s in store for us better than anyone.

      “They’re coming,” my mother says.

      She has super hearing, I swear, but then, a moment later, I hear them too.

      A door slams beyond the library, and the draft blows out a dozen of the thousand candles that light the huge room.

      A maid rushes to relight them. No electricity. Tradition, I guess.

      If I were Sebastian Scafoni, I’d want to get a good look at the prize I’d be fucking for the next year. And I have no doubt there will be fucking, because what else can break a girl so completely but taking that of all things?

      And it’s not just the one year. No. We’re given for three years. One year for each brother. Oldest to youngest. It used to be four, but now, it’s three.

      I would pinch my arm to be sure I’m really standing here, that I’m not dreaming, but my hands are bound behind my back, and I can’t.

      This can’t be fucking real. It can’t be legal.

      And yet here we are, the four of us, naked beneath our translucent, rotting sheaths—I swear I smell the decay on them—standing on our designated blocks, teetering on them. I guess the Willows of the past had smaller feet. And I admit, as I hear their heavy, confident footfalls approaching the ancient wooden doors of the library, I am afraid.

      I’m fucking terrified.
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            Sebastian

          

        

      

    

    
      Ethan and Gregory flank me as we make our way through this godforsaken house in the middle of a fucking cornfield in the middle of fucking nowhere, USA. Why in hell anyone chooses to live here is beyond me. I just hope the girl isn’t a fucking dimwit. A year is a long time.

      Ethan is whispering something in Gregory’s ear. Gregory is even quieter than usual.

      I glance back at them, and I know Greg’s quiet misleads people into thinking he’s the safe one, but he’s not. He’s the most sadistic, if you ask me. I mean, if there are degrees. Can sadism be measured in degrees?

      “We decide together,” Ethan says to me. He’s repeated this mantra for the last forty-eight hours.

      “I decide, little brother.” He’s twenty-five, three years my junior. Gregory is twenty-four.

      “She’s all of ours,” he says, sounding like a fucking toddler who doesn’t get his way.

      “No,” I clarify, and I’m trying to be patient because really, I can’t blame Ethan for being the way he is. “She’s mine.”

      “She’s only yours first.”

      “Give it a rest, Ethan,” I say.

      “Sebastian.” My stepmother’s heels click over the hardwood. “Don’t fight with your brother. You know I don’t like to see that.” She goes to Ethan, touches his cheek. “You’ll all have your turn with the Willow whore. They’re resilient.”

      Her loathing of the Willow women is so obvious, a part of me wishes the chosen girl luck because she’ll need it to walk out of the Scafoni home when her three years are up. It’ll take someone with a spine of steel to survive my stepmother, never mind my brothers and me.

      “Why do you hate them, Lucinda?” I ask, enjoying my power over her.

      Truth be told, she probably hates me as much as the Willows, but it doesn’t matter. I may not be her biological son, but I am master of the Scafoni family. My father is dead, I am the eldest, and I have no intention of letting anyone rule me or usurp my place, especially not Lucinda.

      “They’re whores, Sebastian. There to serve a purpose. Remember that instead of turning on your brothers. Family first. Never forget it.”

      “You don’t have to remind me of that, Lucinda. I just wish I understood your hatred of them. I mean, what are they to you? You’re not a Scafoni by blood, after all.”

      This irritates the fuck out of her, and that fact makes me grin.

      The library doors open, saving her from having to answer.

      A thousand candles burn inside, casting a warm glow over the large room. I’m not sure which scent is stronger, that of old books, of melting wax or fear.

      I spy the first white sheath, and as much as I like to tell myself this is nothing more than a family obligation, a thrill runs through me.

      I’m excited to claim my Willow Girl.

      Lucinda falls back, as is her place.

      I step forward and turn to my right, where Mr. and Mrs. Willow, the proud parents of this generation’s crop, stand with ghostly faces. I nod my greeting. I am civil, at least.

      I take in the room, still avoiding the girls on their blocks, saving them for last, appreciating the ancient library—the only thing old about this house, the rest having been rebuilt ten years ago, and it was done cheaply too. I hate cheap. But I guess by then, the money from the previous reaping was running out.

      Based on old sketches, this house was once a grand estate, before the fire that ravaged it years ago. But the library is the most important room, the one kept up to par, as per the contract. And it’s the only one I care about.

      Beautiful old wooden beams overhead keep the roof from collapsing on our heads, and arched windows reflect the scene within. I wonder how bright it is during the day. If you can see particles of dust a thousand years old disturbed when ghosts rummage through the old tomes, searching for a way out of this nightmare for their girls.

      I harden at the thought, and for a moment, I understand Lucinda’s hatred. The Willows aren’t the only ones cursed to repeat this ancient, insane tradition.

      A candle flickers.

      I wonder if the dead Willow Girls of generations past stand witness to tonight’s harvesting.

      It’s with this thought in mind that I let my gaze come to rest on the spectacle before me.

      Four girls.

      Four beauties, because the Willow’s only breed beauties.

      Three dolls, perfect with their golden hair and enormous blue eyes. One…well…I cock my head to the side at the sight of her. This one is bound, her arms stretched behind her. A gag covers her mouth.

      And on the belly of her shift, there’s a streak of red.

      Pig’s blood.

      I decide to save her for last.

      I move to the first, let my gaze slide over her. She drops hers to the floor, where it should have been all along. I sweep her from head to toe and back. The sheath doesn’t offer much cover, but that’s the point. They are to be laid out for my perusal. For me to take my pick.

      Because I am fortunate enough to be born a Scafoni and they unfortunate enough to be born a Willow.

      This one is pretty enough. Perfect, actually. But I move on to her sister.

      Another doll-like girl.

      She doesn’t drop her gaze to her feet but keeps it just beyond me. It’s high time the Willows were reminded of their place.

      This one has something different in her eyes. She’s coquettish, almost. And she’s making eyes at my brother. From the look of her, I’m surprised she’s not the one with the blood marking on her sheath.

      With her, I’ll be bored. And she won’t survive a single month, much less three years.

      Sadly, there are no trade-ins. Once the choice is made, it is made, and if the girl dies before her time is completed, well, our loss, I guess.

      It’s unfair, really.

      I step to my left, to the next block, the next girl.

      Just like her sisters.

      I’m too anxious to reach the last one to spend any time on this one because perfection like this, it doesn’t interest me. I need more than physical beauty.

      Where is the fun in breaking a girl when she doesn’t have a spine to break? Where is the game in walking a meek little lamb to the slaughter?

      I’d prefer a cat, wild and feral, with sharp teeth and a sharper tongue.

      With this thought in mind, I step to the last Willow Girl.

      She isn’t a doll. Not like her sisters, at least. Beautiful, still, but this one, there’s something about her, a darkness to her. Rebellion burning inside her.

      Or maybe it’s just arrogance.

      It makes one corner of my mouth curve upward.

      This one is no lamb. I see it in the icy midnight eyes that greet me, and I realize why she’s bound and gagged. She’d lunge at me if she could, and the thought makes my dick hard.

      I walk a circle around her and confirm that her wrists are bound in leather restraints at her lower back. Not only that, but she’s shackled to the block. I guess they weren’t taking any chances.

      When I face her again, she doesn’t shy away, this girl, but holds my gaze. And right now, I want nothing more than to punish her for it.

      She’s different than the others. I decide to call them the dolls. This one, her dark hair is so black it’s almost blue. It falls straight and heavy down her back, long enough to wind around my hand, thick enough to withstand my fist.

      I step to her, and even standing on the block, she has to turn her head up to keep my gaze, but she does.

      “Switch on the lights,” I command.

      I want to see the bounty. Fuck tradition.

      The room is drenched in bright light on my order, and Ethan is quick to step toward me.

      “Not her. Take any other one but her.” It’s irritating, the sound of his voice. Like a fucking fly that keeps buzzing at my ear.

      I don’t acknowledge him or his comment. He needs to learn his place sometime.

      My eyes are locked on the girl. She stands watching, defiant.

      Petite, almost. Maybe 5’4” off the block, I’d guess. A good foot shorter than me. She’s naked beneath the sheath, as instructed. I look down at the dark pink points of her nipples, cold beneath my inspection, pressing against the centuries-old cloth.

      I study her, keep her gaze as I gather the sheath in my hand and stretch it, holding the marked spot out.

      “I’m sorry,” her mother says.

      I turn to the woman. She lowers her gaze, and her husband steps forward, then bows his head in apology.

      Because what that streak of blood means is that she failed the examination. This one isn’t a virgin.

      I fist the cloth and bare her feet, her knees, thighs, pussy. That’s when I look down, when I feel that thick mound of dark curls at my fingers.

      She stiffens, exhales audibly, and if I listen hard, I think I can hear her scream on the inside.

      “Lower your gaze,” I tell her, squeezing the hair, making her wince.

      She lifts her chin higher, and I see the workings of her throat as she swallows.

      “Do as he says!”

      It’s her father. And I want to kill him for his intrusion. She’s mine. I will be the one to teach her. I will be the one to punish her.

      “Lower. Your. Gaze.”

      I curl my fingers down to cup her pussy.

      She falters, and for the first time, I see the terror in her eyes. It overtakes the hate. She blinks, her spine bends, and finally, she drops her gaze to her naked feet.

      I release her, step back, and watch the sheath drop to cover her. I feel her on my fingers, and I don’t wipe the damp away.

      “Her name?”

      “Helena, sir.”

      It must burn to call a man half your age sir.

      “Helena.” I try it out. I think I’ll keep it. “What’s this?” I pick up the silver streak of hair.

      “It grows that way. She’s had it since she was a small child. It’s in my wife’s family.”

      Yes, it is. I remember now.

      And I know she’s the one I have to take. Perfectly imperfect. Opposite her sisters.

      Flawed.

      Her hair feels like silk in my hand. Heavy, smooth silk.

      I nod, turn my back.

      “Her,” I say and walk out of the room.
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            Helena

          

        

      

    

    
      I’m given one hour to say good-bye.

      I pack no clothes. I take nothing personal. I’m not allowed, not even a single photograph, not my books, nothing.

      This is harder than I thought. Maybe I’m not as strong as I thought.

      Sebastian Scafoni chose me.

      I am to be the next Willow Girl.

      There was no way I should have been picked—not with my sisters among the pickings, not with the blood marking my sheath—and I am unprepared.

      I’m wearing a black dress. It’s my funeral dress. Yes, at twenty-one, I own a designated funeral dress. It’s an A-line that covers me from just below my knees right up to my neck. Lace creates a complicated pattern along my collarbones and down my arms that’s only relieved in a ruffle at my throat and wrists.

      It’s pretty, but I didn’t choose it to look pretty. I chose it because this occasion, it’s like a funeral and I want them all—Willow and Scafoni alike—to know I am in mourning.

      Along with the dress, I put on my favorite Dr. Martens. I’ve had them forever and they look like it, but like I said, I’m not going for pretty.

      Inside the Dr. Martens I’ve slipped my pocketknife, and to finish off my look, my hair’s in a tight ponytail and I’m wearing no makeup.

      And for as defiant as I may appear, I’m sitting on the edge of my bed and hugging my pillow to myself and trying not to cry.

      Crap.

      What a fool I am, thinking myself stronger than my sisters. Better able to survive this.

      What he did in the library, how he…handled me, for lack of a better word—it makes me burn with humiliation. But also something else. Something that makes no sense. And if he can make me feel so confused in a matter of moments, what will he do in years?

      What will be left of me when this is finished?

      I shove the thought from my mind.

      I can’t dwell there. I won’t.

      As much as I try not to, my mind wanders to the last Willow Girl. She was my mother’s older sister. I was five when she came home, and I remember how she looked when she did. I remember how afraid of her I’d been because I’d thought her a ghost.

      And she became one, soon enough. I still remember how she smelled when I went up to the attic that late summer night.

      My bedroom door opens, and I quickly wipe the tears off my face and stand, dropping the pillow back on the bed and turning to see my mother wheeling my Great-aunt Helena into my room.

      It takes all I have not to break down when I see her. Because if I’m to be gone for three years, I know I won’t ever see her again.

      “Close the door,” Aunt Helena instructs my mother sharply.

      “Aunty—” my mother starts.

      My aunt doesn’t take her eyes off me. Even at her age, they’re fierce. And I’ve never been able to figure out why she’s never liked my mother.

      “Leave us alone,” she says.

      Without another word, my mother closes the door.

      I go to her, wheel her forward. She has an old-fashioned chair and it’s unwieldy, but she refuses a new one, one more comfortable.

      Once I have her closer to the edge of the bed, I sit and face her. She reaches out her hands, and I set mine in hers. The contrast in youth and age is striking, hers like parchment, the bone delicate. Mine youthful. Full of life.

      “I knew he would choose you,” she says.

      And this time, I do cry. I wipe the back of one hand across my face.

      She watches me, and she’s so strong. She doesn’t shed a single tear. I’ve never seen her cry, in fact. Not once.

      “There’s a reason it was you, child.”

      She squeezes my hands and makes me look at her. Her hair, although it’s thinned out, is still as black as mine, that silver streak as bright. She’s grown smaller, though. I guess I have to remember I’m lucky to have had her this long. She’s almost a century old.

      “I’m scared,” I say, lowering my gaze when I do, ashamed of my fear when she is so strong.

      She squeezes my hands, and I look up again.

      “I was scared when it was me.”

      “You’re the strongest woman I know.”

      “Not then. Not at first. I was afraid just like you are. But our ancestors watched over me, and they are watching over you now. They chose you, Helena. The Willow ancestors chose you.”

      She lets go of my hands, and I watch how hers tremble as she reaches into the high neck of her dress to pull out a chain I’ve not seen before. She always wears turtleneck sweaters or dresses, always has her neck covered, even in summer. She holds the thing in the palm of her hand and studies it. I wish I could see her eyes, know what she’s thinking.

      But when she snaps the chain with a quick strength I didn’t know she still had, I gasp in surprise. She lets it slide through her fingers and onto the floor and looks at me, opening her palm.

      I look down at the ring there, the strangest ring I’ve ever seen.

      The band itself is a yellow white, and there are three stones on it. Three jagged amethysts so dark, they’re a purple-black. She turns the ring, and I lean in closer because there’s a small skull carved into one side of it.

      “It’s made of bone,” she says, her eyes wide when I look at her.

      “Bone?” I’m a little creeped out, honestly.

      “Know that not every Willow Girl is broken by them. I wasn’t. I took from them as they took from me and I survived.”

      She takes the ring and slides it onto my middle finger. It’s a perfect fit. She then closes her hand over it, squeezes and brings her face closer to mine.

      “It’s up to you, Helena. Destroy their line and end this. It’s why you were chosen. It’s time to finish with this insanity.”

      My mouth falls open.

      Before I can even fully process what she has said, the door opens. It’s my father and behind him, my sisters, all in their jeans and T-shirts, hair in braids, looking like it’s a normal day. Like what just took place in the library didn’t happen at all. Like I’m not wearing my funeral dress waiting to be taken.

      “The car is here.”

      I draw back and look at my aunt again. I wonder at the faith she’s putting in me, because she’s wrong. I’m not that strong.

      She nods once, and I hug her, and she holds me so tight that she presses tears from my eyes.

      “You have to hate them to survive them, child. To destroy them,” she whispers before pulling back. “Remember to hate them.”

      I stand and take one last look at her, straighten my spine, and walk out the door, out of my house, and into the keeping of my enemy.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      I’m driven in a luxury SUV by a driver with a face as stony as those carved into Mt. Rushmore two hours to a small, private airfield I didn’t know existed.

      It’s dark when we arrive, although not as dark as the Willow property. No light pollution there. Here, the lights of the airport, even though it’s small, spoil the night sky.

      It’s easier now that I’m out of the house. Easier not to have to look at my sisters’ faces, my parents’ faces.

      But as the car slows to turn through the gradually opening gates and I see the other SUVs there, the gathering of people in the headlights, the waiting jet, my trepidation grows.

      I am alone.

      With my thumb I touch my aunt’s ring and think about what she said. I try to imagine her younger, my age, and in the same position, and I can. Except that she’s a much stronger version of me. A fiercer one.

      The driver slows to a stop, and the heads of two men and one woman turn to watch.

      It’s the brothers, Ethan and Gregory. I know their names.

      They’re in the same suits they wore to the ceremony. Sebastian is talking with the pilot. He hasn’t bothered to look in my direction. I guess he has all the time in the world.

      Ethan is already grinning like a hyena. Do hyena’s grin? I guess I picture him as that sort of animal. A scavenger.

      “There’s a reason it was you, child.”

      Maybe my aunt is right. Maybe it’s best I’m the Willow Girl.

      But I can’t help the feeling that I’m somehow expendable. Like if I don’t survive, my family will. They’ll go on without me, and when the next generation comes of age, the library will again be lit with a thousand candles as one of my sisters puts her daughters on their designated blocks, thanking her lucky stars she wasn’t the Willow Girl.

      Will I even be there to witness it?

      I know I’m different than my sisters, pretty much in every way. The outside is just a reflection of everything inside. I’m the one they look up to, the one they used to come to when they had a bad dream, the one who has always protected them.

      But right now, I don’t feel very strong.

      Lucinda Scafoni is wearing a pair of wide-legged, high-waisted black pants with a cream-colored blouse. Her dark hair is pinned into a bun, and it’s so tight that it distorts her face a little. Her eyes are narrow, calculated slits as she watches me, unblinking.

      I wonder if she can see through the tinted windows because she’s looking right at me.

      Gregory, the youngest Scafoni, is as handsome as Sebastian. I’d know they were brothers just from the resemblance in features.

      Not Ethan, though. Ethan looks very different.

      Gregory simply stands looking on, almost bored, giving away nothing of what he’s thinking, and something tells me to be careful with him. He’s not as uninterested as he appears.

      The driver opens my door and doesn’t quite meet my eyes. He’s Italian too, I can tell. They all have that olive skin and dark hair that belongs to the Mediterranean-born. I wonder if he even speaks English because he doesn’t look like an American-Italian.

      But what do I know about American-Italians? I was born and grew up in the Midwest. I’ve traveled some with my family, but those occasions were rare. My parents usually went places alone and left us safely tucked away on the property.

      I guess I understand why now.

      It’s when I step out of the SUV and the driver shuts the door that Sebastian finishes with the pilot and finally deigns to look my way. His gaze sweeps my dress, hovers at my choice of footwear, then meets my eyes.

      One side of his mouth curves upward.

      I’ve already seen that look, and I hate it. It’s his victory smirk. His I scare you and I know it triumph.

      I steel my spine and straighten. In that instant, I decide I can do it. That I must do it. It’s him or me. Survival of the fittest.

      And I have to be the fittest.

      From my periphery, I see that his mother—bored, I guess—turns and heads up the jet stairs, giving the order to “Bring her,” as she disappears into the plane.

      The driver takes hold of my arm when I don’t move.

      The three brothers stand watching me, and it takes all I have to keep my eyes locked on Sebastian’s as I’m made to close the distance between us.

      I’m an idiot because I feel that pang of attraction, like I did when I first saw him, even through the hate.

      “Where are you taking me?” I ask when I stand before him.

      I didn’t think about this part, didn’t think I’d be a plane ride away from my family.

      “You don’t speak unless spoken to, Willow Girl,” Ethan says, cocking his head to the side as if daring me to challenge him.

      I raise my head and narrow my eyes. My hands fist at my sides. He takes a step toward me.

      “I wasn’t speaking to you,” I say.

      Gregory chuckles, but my heart races as Ethan’s face reddens.

      I’m grateful that before I have to back away, Sebastian’s hand closes over his shoulder. All I can do is look at it and think how big it is.

      “Get on the plane, Ethan.”

      “She needs to learn—”

      “I’ll take care of it. Go on.”

      Ethan’s black eyes haven’t left mine during this exchange. I force my lips into a smirk.

      He shoves Sebastian’s hand off and leans his face into mine.

      “Smile now, whore. You won’t be when it’s my turn to have you.”

      Being called a whore by him doesn’t bother me, for some reason, but his threat—I know he’ll make good on it. If he even waits his turn.

      He spins on his heel and doesn’t give me another glance as he, too, disappears into the belly of the plane.

      When he’s gone, I swallow and look at Gregory, who is watching me with silent interest, and all I can think is I’ll be his too.

      What state will I be in by the time it’s his turn to have me?

      Gregory turns and boards the plane, so it’s just me and Sebastian.

      “My brother is right. You speak when spoken to. Get on the plane.”

      “What’s wrong with him?”

      “You should be more respectful.”

      “Where are you taking me?”

      He exhales loudly, like he was expecting that, expecting me to be disobedient.

      When he reaches out for me, I take a step back, but that big hand closes around my arm, and I’m trapped.

      He smiles. “I knew you’d be like this,” he says, turning me, marching me to the stairs and up them and it’s like I’m ascending the scaffold to my execution.

      A few minutes
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