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CHAPTER ONE: THE RIVALRY


[image: ]


Mercy has no place in their world.

The graduation ball was not going well. Rita had ditched her date an hour into it and gone outside to find a quiet place to sulk. She had hated high school. It was a prestigious school for rich kids like her, but she never felt like she belonged. Her mother had married into their wealth when she was just barely a teenager and her step sister, Val, who was the same age, had been a terror to her their whole life together. Always had looked down on Rita for being from a working family. Considered her an outcast citizen in their social circles. And now Val had ruined their graduation ball for her. Rita tried not to care. It was a rite of passage. They were adults now. She would soon be making her own way in their exclusive society.

She was raised to have an air of superiority to anyone outside their community and its ancient rules that have long ago fallen out of favor with main stream society. She was practically programmed to keep her world secret. To pretend she was just another law abiding citizen. Which, from a certain point of view, was true. She stuck to the rules of her society, her people. They were superior to everyone else, even her and her mother who had come up in the lower class of their community. Rita was superior to everyone in their graduating class except those from her world. Which was only a handful of women and a couple men, all of which were in her step sister's clique. Which was the problem tonight. While Rita's family was wealthy, Rita herself was not. She was going to have to work for a living and that meant working for the White Lotus Foundation. People in her world never left it. Calling it a cult would not be far off. Few ever joined their ranks and those who tried to leave it were often quite sorry they ever did.

Unfortunately for Rita, she had something few in her society did, a sense of empathy. Something she was mocked for often. She loved animals, especially dogs. But keeping a dog as a pet where you lavished it with love and respect was looked down upon in her world and even more so in her household. Dogs are tools used to track, guard and hunt. When she was 14 and asked for a puppy, her step father thought she wanted a bloodhound. When he learned she wanted one as a pet, he made her mother punish her. Something her step sister, Val, took sadistic interest in.

She was given a puppy for her 15th birthday, one she was allowed to keep and love. It made her happier than anything in life had, but on her 16th birthday, she was made to kill it. In front of the whole family. Her mother was the one that handed her that baseball bat. Rita cried for days, Val loving every bit of it. Rita learned her lesson and didn't show empathy anymore. She no longer felt it, she didn't dare show any weakness less her step sister would pounce on the opportunity to torture her, reporting to her step father any sign of swaying from their way of life.

Now that she had graduated from high school, she would be expected to go to the Ranch and learn the family business first hand. It wasn't anything new to her, she had been exposed to it her entire life. They were in the live stock business. Their family were trainers. Some of the best. Their product was sold to customers in 30 countries. They had a volume of more than 200 new trained subjects each month from their training facility only known as The Ranch.

Val, by contrast, had a trust fund that her father had set up for her when she was born. A trust that had grown considerably over the years. Val wouldn't have to work a day in her life. Something she was sure to throw in Rita's face every chance she got. Tonight Val threw it in her face again. She was less overt about it than usual. They were in low born society after all. She couldn't be as direct as she usually was. But Rita knew what Val was implying when she mentioned the purchase of land on an island off the coast. Val would spend her days and nights enjoying life while Rita toiled away on the Ranch making her own way, no holdings of her own. Living in an apartment somewhere instead of a mansion. House plants and microwave meals keeping her company. No barn, no stalls and nothing to fill them.

In her world, prestige meant as much as money and Rita would have little chance to earn prestige as the daughter of a former trainer herself. She was heading for the equivalent of a dead end life in her world. She could get lucky and find a wealthy man from her society that likes her like her mom had done. Rita was quiet attractive with her mother's black curly hair and green eyes. She was taller than average at almost 5' 10". She was even pretty fit having been on the Volleyball team for 3 years. But she was also competing on a society where you could throw a baseball and hit five beautiful women and men were often in prearranged marriages between wealthy houses. The odds were not in her favor.

Rita looked over her shoulder and sighed. Her date, Freddy, had followed her. He wasn't from her world. Just a guy who asked her to the ball and Rita thought would make a good sex partner, but she wasn't in that kind of mood tonight. He did look good, but Rita was not looking forward to dancing around the subject that had upset her. There were rules. You didn't tell outsiders from the low born anything about the Foundation or it's business.

"Rita?" Freddy was approaching with caution. "You okay?"

"I'm fine, Freddy." She lied. "Was just some family drama. Sorry you got caught up in it."

He walked up closer and Rita sat down on the sidewalk with a defeated slump. He wasn't going to just leave. And she did owe him at least the courtesy of a made up explanation. She exhaled in frustration and then sat in silence thinking of a story he would accept.

"You don't seem okay." He gently sat down near Rita, but not next to her, she was impressed by that. He was giving space even though he was sort of intruding.

"My family is complicated." She admitted. The best lies contained as much truth as possible.

"Your sister was being mean." He offered.

"My STEP Sister." Rita couldn't help make sure he knew they were not related by blood. Even if they were the same age and looked very similar. "And she was being a total bitch."

"I take it this island she mentioned is somehow part of the problem?" He deduced correctly.

It was part of the problem. It was entirely owned by the Foundation and was an exclusive place within the greater exclusive society. She shouldn't discuss it with him. Val shouldn't have even mentioned it in mixed company like she did, but no one was curious or even cared. Except Freddy.

"She's buying a place with her inheritance and was just reminding me I won't be welcome." Rita was being a little too honest, but she hadn't given away anything she shouldn't and she was actually happy to be venting about it to someone.

"You can't just use your inheritance to show her up?" He inquired.

"I don't have an inheritance." She explained. "My mom married her dad. If I even want to go to university, I'll have to work my way through on my own."

Not that university was in her future anyway. Her grades were acceptable, but not college grade material.

"So you're in the same boat as the other 99.99% of us." He tried to cheer her up. "It's not so bad from down here."

She was NOT like the rest of them. She was still superior. She was taught that her whole life. His class was meant to serve her class. They had servants, well, her step father did. Val would be able to afford her own servants soon. Rita was going to train some of those servants. That was her function now.

"I guess so." She lied again.

"What do you plan to do now that you're a free woman?" He was still trying to cheer her up.

She definitely couldn't tell him that. She shrugged instead.

"Not going back to the ball." She was honest. "Bitch-a-saurus-rex is still in there."

"Wanna go grab a burger?" He probed. Calories would do her some good. She gave him an earned grin and nodded.

"Sure." She clamored to her feet and brushed her fluffy dress off. "Thanks
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