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      The warm blood of my best friend seeps through my fingers as I keep pressure on the gunshot wound in his chest. His back arches, and he grits his teeth through the pain, pupils still fully blown from the drugs they forced into him. Into us. I can’t fucking see properly, but I can see all the blood and his pale face as he gasps.

      None of the guards are helping me. They won’t. They aren’t allowed to. They all watch as I lean over him and try to slow the bleeding. He’s not dead – yet – so the shot didn’t hit his heart. But there’s so much goddamn blood. If Dez was here, he’d pass out from the sight.

      My other best friend is sunning it up on vacation with his girlfriend while we’re all fighting for our lives. It was always best to keep as many people out of it as possible. Good for him for having the normality we can only dream of.

      The fact Base got dragged into it all and is now lying in a pool of crimson fucking enrages me. I’m a protective dickhead – Bernadette knows this and used it against me. She just had to mess with my friends and family. If Base dies and I don’t find my sister and Stacey, Bernadette better hide on a different fucking planet, because nothing, and I mean nothing, will stop me from ripping that rotten bitch to shreds.

      Regrettably, or not so regrettably, I snapped the neck of the wanker who shot Base and hit someone else repeatedly with a chair until they were dead. Their bodies are in a heap beside me. And for some reason, despite the excess of drugs in my system melting my fucking brain, I’m fine and unharmed.

      The eyelids of the Russian beneath me fall shut, and my chest caves. “No.” I grip his chin. “Don’t you fucking dare close your eyes, Base.”

      He doesn’t open them, and my heartbeat accelerates. “Look at me. Fucking look at me.”

      I slap him across the face, staining his cheek crimson, and he blinks his eyes open. Groggily, his words broken, he mumbles, “Did you… just… fucking slap me?”

      Words coming from him are a good sign. Relief rushes through me, and I sag against him, pressing my forehead to his while keeping my hand over his bleeding wound. “You need to help me find the girls,” I say, whispering, emotional – I can’t think straight. The room is fucking spinning still, and everything is glitching. Is this even real? “Stay with me. Please.”

      They have Stacey. My sister too. Sold them.

      Bile rises in my throat – I try and fail to control the harsh breaths through my nostrils.

      Base’s hand reaches up, snatching at my collar feebly. “Lu-Luci-ciella.”

      My jaw tightens. “I’ll find her. I promise.”

      Guards fill the room, two medics follow behind, and I move to the side to let them work on him while keeping his attention with a hand on his face – keeping him awake while they assess the damage. The bullet has an exit wound in his back, which is another good sign, but he’s still weak and losing quite a bit of blood.

      Nothing they can’t treat, as long as he gets urgent care now.

      I hear them talking among themselves about whether to take him to a hospital or to one of Bernadette’s dodgy doctors who works under her belt here in London. Someone injects him with morphine, sticking shit to him to check his obs, and his eyes fall shut as the pain meds take effect.

      I sit back on my haunches and look up at where the nightmare rolled out before me only minutes ago. The fear in their eyes… That fucking sinking feeling in my gut repeats in my mind. I need to get there before it gets worse. I need to get the fuck away from these assholes and find my sister and my girl.

      We aren’t together – haven’t been for a while – but Stacey is my girl.

      Mine.

      And people don’t fuck with what’s mine. I gave in to Bernadette, gave up my control and my life when she found out who Stacey was, so why is she now going back on her word? I’ve done everything she’s asked. Every-fucking-thing.

      I can’t even think straight to figure out what I did wrong.

      In Bernadette’s ballroom, they auctioned off people. Me and Base too. But going by the state he’s in, I doubt he’ll be fulfilling any duties with his buyer anytime soon. Mine, annoyingly, will summon me in a matter of days. That’s fine. I’ll kill him like the last person who bought my time – right after I hang Bernadette’s husband and make her watch.

      I’m finally hitting my limit.

      “Where did they take the girls?” I ask one of the guards I know hates his job. I point at the blank screen with a shaky, blood-covered finger. “The last two before the feed cut.”

      I have a feeling – I was never taken to initiation since I’m technically classed as “trained” to take orders and fuck on demand. But I’ve heard horror stories about the process.

      His eyes flit to his colleagues, then he lowers his voice. “They’ll go to the loading floor for induction. They stay there for about five days with their new owners before they leave.”

      The intense need to snap his neck like I did his colleague’s is almost too much to handle, so I fist my hands at my sides.

      “Why was the auction at the Sawyers’ property and not in Edinburgh like it usually is?”

      His gaze floats around the room again, to the guys lifting one of their dead friends, then back to me. “Stop asking questions,” he grits.

      My right eye twitches as their head of security enters the room. “We’ve got orders to lock you up, kid,” he says, and I imagine him dead on the floor like the other two. “You’re not to be released until the induction is over.”

      Base is lifted onto a stretcher and carried out while my eyes go between him and the guards. They won’t let me go with him – they have guns pointing at me now, but I know he’s not going to die.

      Since I don’t have my phone, I glance at the guard I just spoke to. “I want Bernadette on the line. I’ll go to the cells, but I want to speak with her first.”

      We’re in one of Archie’s houses on the outskirts of London – somewhere they like to go when things get too heated and want to lay low.

      The main guard huffs, and he pulls his phone out, taps the screen then puts it to his ear. “It’s Polner. Yeah, everything is fine down here. Is the boss there?” He straps his gun away and turns his back to me while the others keep their aim on me. “The mouthy one wants to talk to her. No, not the Russian. Tobias Mitchell’s son.”

      There’s a pause, then the faint sound of the voice I despise.

      “Good evening, Mrs Sawyer. I have Kade here. No, sorry, he isn’t in the cells yet, but he said he’d go willingly if he speaks with you. Yes, the Russian is alive – he’ll survive his injury.”

      He turns, his face red as he hands me the phone, and I snatch it from his grip. My body trembles with a mixture of everything I’m feeling. “Call off their deals,” I demand when Bernadette stays silent, yet the sound of her nails pianoing on her desk echoes through the line. “My sister and Stacey. Call it off. Or I’ll pay for them and let them go. Do something.”

      She hums, and I can tell she’s smiling. “And why would I do that?”

      “The only thing you hold over me is the people I care about. The only thing you ever held over me was those I loved. You fucked with my dad for years, and now you’re fucking with my sister and my—” I stop, gripping the phone tighter. “You’re playing a dangerous game here.”

      She laughs. “Is that a threat, Kade?”

      “It’s a promise. If they’re inducted and leave with whoever fucking bought them, I will fuck you up. You’ll no longer have anything to blackmail me with. You sell them, and I will make sure the last day of your life is a nightmare. Your daughter? I’ll record her screams while I skin her alive and send you her fucking bones. I’ll make you watch Archie suffer, and I’ll leave you for last. If anything fucking happens to those girls, you better hide, you piece of shit.”

      “So feisty, my dear boy.”

      Then the line cuts out, and I throw the phone at the wall, smashing it to pieces.

      “Nice one, asshole. You owe me a new phone. Now do as you’re told and get in the cuffs.”

      Glancing up, I see the mouthy one – the main guard, head of security – unsheathing his gun. He’s much larger than me and built like a fucking tank. I drive my fist into his face so hard, I hear a snap. I’m so blinded by rage that I think the snapping sound might have come from my hand, but when I look down at him on his knees, his broken jaw hangs as he cries in pain. I sigh and let them shackle me then drag me to the cells.
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      The room is dark and cold – icy air licks at my exposed skin. Compared to the elegance of upstairs, down here looks like one of those Saw movies.

      Am I about to die? Where’s Luciella?

      The elevator dings behind me as it starts ascending, leaving me to tremble in fear and terror. There’s a shadow of a guard standing by the door, his gun strapped to his chest, and I can hear light sobs coming from somewhere. Through the air vent?

      “We have another one!” he calls out, and I flinch. “Should I send her through yet? Is the other one sorted?”

      I have no idea what the person says in response. It’s a mumble. Faint. An echo. The sobbing through the vent stops, or maybe it just gets quieter, or maybe I’m just imagining it in my state of shock.

      I need to find Luciella. We need to get out of this.

      “Stacey Fields,” I whisper, shaking uncontrollably, a lone tear slipping down my cheek. “Pl-ease.”

      Then I flatten my lips and pause as the guard briefly shines a torch in my face before turning around again. “She’s young, maybe early twenties. Appears unharmed,” he says and then laughs. “Well, for now. How much did she go for?”

      He whistles and laughs again. Glancing over his shoulder to me, frozen in place, he sneers. “She’s tainted with ink though. It’s a disgusting sight. Are you ready for her yet? Should I strip this one too?”

      Strip…

      Oh God.

      My punishment might be even worse if they find an earpiece on me, a wire attached to my body, hidden between my breasts. While the guard has his head down, trying to hear what his colleague is saying, I tug out the earpiece and try to pull at the wire – the glue sticks to my skin, and I silently sob as I rip it off and drop it on the ground.

      The guard glances up at me through the darkness, finishing his conversation – I kick the wire behind a box and hug myself as he approaches me. He towers over me, the gun making me nervous as he chuckles at spotting Bernadette’s blood on me.

      “Heard you messed up the boss’s face. She’ll make you pay for that. Are you going to fight me like little blondie?”

      My chin trembles. “Did you hurt her?”

      “She’s lucky I didn’t,” he says, grabbing my arm and pulling me towards the door. “Don’t worry about her – you won’t be seeing her again anyway.” He shoves me out the room, into a corridor with pipes lining the ceiling and flickering lights that hurt my eyes. “Take her to room six.”

      I’m grabbed again, dragged down the corridor by another guard. I can already feel bruises forming on my skin from their deadly grips. I try to pull away, but he presses something hard and cold to the base of my spine. A gun?

      “Walk, or I’ll make sure you never use those pretty legs again.”

      As I pass doors, I can hear crying, screaming, and… moaning. Not the good kind either. Like forced moans – moans that indicate their bodies are betraying them in the middle of screaming for help. Both men and women are begging for help – for their attacker to stop.

      My stomach twists.

      I think I might be sick. Is Lu in one of those rooms?

      “Is my friend okay?” I ask, using a pleading tone. “Please just tell me she’s okay.”

      We stop at a door at the end of the corridor. “You should be more worried about yourself.”

      He swipes a card against the scanner, and the door beeps – a red light above it changes to green. I’m shoved inside, the lights automatically turning on, and my eyes widen at the sight before me.

      “I suggest you shower. Your new master might not enjoy the sight of someone else’s blood on his pet. Leave your dress by the door.”

      I turn to look at him. “He’s coming here?”

      “You thought you’d leave so easily? No, you need to be initiated. You’ll stay in this room together until he’s happy with your submissiveness.”

      The guard closes the door with a slam, leaving me in the torture chamber by myself. A four-poster bed sits in the middle of the room, leather cuffs at each post. There’s a shelf filled with… My gut twists when I see the ball gag attached to a chained leash. There are loads of tubes of lube, other sex devices and a rack of different sizes of blades, the edges facing out.

      I rush to them and freeze, my hand outstretched to the smallest. Instead, I grab the biggest one, like a mini machete, and hold it behind my back. Then I press myself into the wall opposite the door. When the person comes, I won’t let him touch me. I used a smaller blade once, when Chris sold me to his friends, and I won’t hesitate to do it again.

      Even if the person who won my auction is a giant.

      He won’t be getting anywhere near me.

      I swallow down a lump growing in my throat as I wait.

      And wait and wait and wait. Until my legs are shaking and sweat lines my face and chest. I think an hour passes with me being in my head, worrying about Luciella. Will Kade make sure Bernadette gets her back? Yes. He’ll do anything for his sister, so I know he’ll do what he can to save her. And Base was shot. He was shot in the chest and… and he might be dead.

      My eyes water. How did my life come to this?

      Where the fuck is Chris? He’s a psychopath, but right now I wouldn’t mind if the insane bastard got me out of this.

      Voices pause my thoughts, and my hand tightens around the handle of the blade. The door beeps, and two guards walk in, a large presence behind them. In a white, faceless mask, taller than the others, with wide shoulders, my master walks in in only his white shirt, the jacket he previously wore discarded somewhere.

      My breathing stalls as he walks between the guards and stands in the middle of the room – his eyes are the only things I can see as he watches me. Then his head tilts to the side. No words. No actions. Nothing.

      “We will provide you with a key card that only you can use to come in and out of the room. The loading floor is the only one you have authorisation to walk freely. Your meals will be brought to this room three times a day. She’s only to wear the white dresses provided in the dresser, but you are welcome to use our laundry system. Do you have any questions, sir?”

      He doesn’t respond, just stares at me, his hands in his pockets.

      The guards glance at each other before one of them narrows his eyes on me. “We’ll take your dress.”

      The blade’s coldness is pressing against my spine thanks to my open-backed dress. Maybe I should just cut my own throat instead of trying to get out of this. Maybe it’ll be easier than actually being fully awake while being raped this time.

      One step forward from the large presence is all it takes for my heart to stop, and I lunge forward and try to stab him in the chest – but he captures my wrist before the guards can react, squeezes until I drop the weapon and tuts at me as he shakes his head.

      “Little psycho bitch,” one guard says.

      The eyeholes of the mask are mesh, so I can’t see his eyes that well. I know they’re blue. The only detail of my attacker that I know. If he never shows me his face, how can I identify him to report him if I ever get free?

      I shiver as I feel my dress torn from the back, cut from my body and pulled away as I stand before this man in only the underwear Chris made me wear. No bra.

      Not that the man even looks at my body. His eyes are burning into my soul.

      “First test, sir. Then we’ll be out of your way.”

      “You’re a bad girl,” he whispers, his deep, gravelly voice muffled by his mask. He releases my wrist and snatches my jaw as the guards step away. “Kneel.”

      I stay still, standing my ground, refusing to drop to my knees. The guards stare, waiting to see if I’ll successfully pass my first test of induction. If I refuse, they might make my stay here longer. They want me to be compliant – to be a good, submissive pet to my master.

      But I’m dead already anyway.

      I try to drive my knee between his legs, but he dodges it and forcefully shoves me down, so my knees crash into the floor, pulling a cry from me.

      His hold on my jaw moves to my hair, and he tugs it, so I look up at him. “Take his belt off,” one of the guards says. “Now.”

      I close my eyes as more tears slip free, and I try to control my breathing as I reach up to the buckle. My fingers tremble as I fail to pull it free twice before finally tugging the leather from the loops. The man snatches the belt before I can drop it, and I gasp as he wraps it around my neck, slots the leather through the buckle then tightens it till it settles against my throat.

      He pulls tighter, and my air shuts off, burning my lungs, my eyes pressured.

      The guards seem to be happy, so they pat his shoulder and tell him to enjoy his first night. The door opens and closes, then I hear a beep. I let out a choked, strangled sound as he lets go of the belt so I can breathe.

      I bend forward, my hand pressing to the carpet as I cough and cry, wishing I hadn’t let Chris force me to come to this stupid fake party-turned-auction. But when the mask drops to the carpet and I see the man lowering to his knees, I freeze waiting for a blow or an order.

      Hands grab at my face, forcing me to look up into the eyes of my new master.

      Tobias Mitchell.

      My lips part, all my fear washing away as I manage, “To-Tobias?”

      Kade’s father grabs the blanket right next to us, wraps it around me, then pulls me in for a hug I didn’t realise I needed.

      “I’m sorry. I’m sorry. You’re okay. You’re safe with me,” he says softly as he strokes my hair, letting me cry into his chest. “I found you, little one.”
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      Tobias pulls back, his eyes searching my face, refusing to let them drop lower even with the blanket covering me. “Are you hurt?”

      I shake my head. “You were the one to win my auction?”

      “Yes. Barry found out Bernadette’s plan when she sent your insufferable asshole of a stepbrother the invitation and deal. We were halfway to London to find Kade but turned back. Are you sure you’re not hurt?”

      My eyes are burning given how hard I’m holding back a waterfall of tears. If I start bawling my eyes out, I don’t think I’ll be able to stop. “Barry’s okay?”

      He nods. “As annoying as he is, he’s kept me hidden. His wife and child are in a safe house in Aberdeen.”

      A tear slips down my cheek, and he notices, wiping it with his thumb. “I’m going to get you out of here.”

      “What about Luci⁠—”

      “Sebastian Prince’s uncle won her auction. They’re going to take her to Moscow and keep her under the radar until Bernadette is dealt with. It was the deal I made with the grandfather to get his help – I told him I’d kill his grandson’s abuser in exchange for him protecting my daughter. There are Russians surrounding this building as we speak.”

      “They know about Bernadette having Base?”

      “The underworld is a ruthless place. A war between the Scottish law enforcement and whoever else she has under her belt against the mafia would be a mess. A lot of lives would be lost. I offered to kill her and her husband.”

      I go to speak, but he cuts me off. “We need to get you out of here before they tell me to start the next task. They’ll shoot me on the spot, and someone else will get you.”

      He turns, swipes the key card on the sensor pad, and when the door beeps and opens, he leans his head out but pulls back in quickly. He mutters a “fuck” then fishes a mobile from his pocket and puts it to his ear.

      Pacing the room, Tobias huffs as it rings and rings and rings, until I hear someone answer.

      “When I call, you asshole, you fucking answer right away. I have her. Yes, she’s fine and unscathed. There are four guards outside. Can you see on the footage the safest way for me to get her out of here without risking her life?”

      I nibble my bottom lip as Tobias turns and fixes his gaze on me, his eyes burning into me. He goes to the dresser and pulls out white material. It’s a dress. Short. Thin straps on the shoulders. Silky and actually really pretty, if I wasn’t in the middle of a sex ring’s hideout and trying to escape with my boyf— ex-boyfriend’s father who’s just broken out of prison.

      “How did you escape?” I ask as I take the dress. “I’m mad at you for that, just so you know.”

      He scoffs as he turns round, letting me drop the blanket and pull on the dress. “You didn’t come for visitation, and I got bored.”

      “Bored…”

      “I’m a little irrational and impulsive. Plus, I had a feeling something was wrong – call it a sixth sense.”

      The dress sits mid-thigh, and I hate it. I hate everything about this day.

      “Kade and Base were auctioned off too,” I say as I find a hair tie in the dresser and pull my hair into a bun on top of my head. “Are you going to help him?”

      He turns around. “As soon as I know you’re safe, yes.”

      I stand in the middle of the room, taking a deep breath. I still feel so overwhelmed. Only a matter of minutes ago, I thought I was going to be attacked and forced upon. I thought I’d end up dead, but no.

      “Thank you,” I say quietly.

      He frowns, leaning against the dresser, crossing his arms and ankles while he waits for Barry to call back and tell him it’s clear to go. “Why are you thanking me?”

      I throw my arms out. “I accepted that I was going to die. I thought I was—” I stop, nearly choking. “Just accept my gratitude. I know your children are your priority, but I appreciate that you’re here for me.”

      “You are also my priority. I would have always hunted for you to the ends of the fucking earth, little one. I know you didn’t have the best relationship with your father, your brothers are useless pricks, and my son is shackled to a bitch on an insane power trip, but you have me.”

      The force of my body catapulting into his knocks him back a step, but he catches me.

      My dad never protected me. He loved me, but as soon as Nora came into the picture, I was a second thought to him. As much as I miss him, as much as I love him, Tobias treats me better. And I never thought I’d say this, and forgive me, Aria Miller, but to be safe and sound in Tobias Mitchell’s hold is a dream I never want to wake up from. I don’t want to let go.

      What if I pull away and he vanishes? What happens if this is a dream and I’m drugged? What if I’m imagining this entire scenario and I’m shackled to the bed with an old, overweight and sweating man claiming me?

      “Don’t hold it in,” Tobias whispers. “If you need to cry, then you fucking cry, little one. Get it all out right here and now.”

      This is reality, and I have Kade’s father’s arms around me, reassuring me with slow strokes of my hair and tightening his hold as I tremble and let my emotional state loose.

      Although I should be going crazy at him for breaking out of his institution and causing a worldwide fugitive hunt that’s taken over the news and radio, all I can do is hug him, inhaling his scent. Not an old sweaty man. No. Cinnamon. A spiced cologne Kade’s clothes always smelled like.

      I used to stick his hoodie under my nose and inhale as I lay in bed, waiting for my stepbrother’s next blow. I’d always take longer to get home, because I knew what was to come.

      I was alive when I was around Kade. And now I’m alive because of his father.

      And all Tobias is doing is hugging me back, his grip on my nape keeping me firmly to his chest. “I’ve got you,” he assures me in his deep tone.

      Those three words have my body shaking against his, tears of both joy and exhaustion making me sob uncontrollably until he’s taking all of my weight.

      “Shhh. I’ve got you.”

      He grips my shoulders and pushes me back enough to study my face. “Tell me you’re okay, because we need to leave as soon as Barry gives us the go-ahead. Can you keep your emotions in check until we get out of here?”

      “You told me to let it all out.”

      The slight tilt of his head shows his confusion. “There’s more?”

      I huff out a laugh and wipe my eyes. “Sometimes I forget you’re an unfeeling idiot.”

      Smirking, he steps away. “You didn’t answer my question.”

      I raise an unsteady shoulder. “I’m okay.”

      Apparently, I must still have tears running down my numb face, because he raises a brow at me and wipes my cheeks. “Don’t cry any more tears because of them. You’ve got it all out. Dry your eyes and keep your chin up. They don’t deserve your tears.” He gives me a tight smile, which makes his dimple dent in. “No one does.”

      I take in a deep breath through my nose and exhale through my mouth. “Right. Okay. I’m okay. Really. I still can’t believe you’re here. You escaped and⁠—”

      His phone rings, cutting me off. Tobias silences it as he says, “You can yell at me later. I did what I had to do for my family, and you” – he flicks my nose – “you are part of it.”

      Smiling, I hug myself. I’ve not been part of a real family in years.

      It feels good.

      He leans down and grabs his mask, a gun peeking from inside his suit jacket.

      Gone are the images of Tobias playing board games and reading historical literature while baby Eva sits on his chest and grabs at his face.

      The door behind him beeps just as he fixes the mask in place, and we both freeze as the same guards who left only fifteen minutes ago enter.

      “We have orders to remove the girl. You will have your payment refunded within twenty-four hours, but you are welcome to take your pick of any of the others left over from the auction to keep you company in a different room for the night.”

      They both step to the side, giving Tobias a clear path to walk out. “Please follow us.”

      It takes Kade’s father all of two seconds to snatch his gun from his jacket and put a bullet in one of their heads. The abruptness of the bang has me wincing and backing away just as the other guard knocks Tobias’s gun from his hand and proceeds to punch him across the face.

      With the size of the man’s hand, I would be on the ground and screaming with a broken jaw. Tobias just laughs and headbutts him, then grabs him by the nape with a deadly grip while he’s dizzied from the broken nose. I watch in horror as Tobias drags the man towards the rack of blades and starts smashing his face into them so fast, blood splatters everywhere, cutting himself in the process.

      The man squeals like an animal until the blades cut into his throat, then the sound turns to choking, twisted gasping, and then nothing.

      Tobias lets go of the guard and watches his body slump on the ground in a pool of blood. He grits his teeth at the small slashes on his hand and fingers, flicking his hand out to get rid of the blood.

      “What a waste of life,” he sighs, rolling up each of his white sleeves to the elbow. “We can’t wait any longer. Fuck Barry’s plan.”

      I nod and rub my hands up and down my exposed arms; my white dress has little splashes of blood down the front.

      “I’d offer you my jacket, but I need to pretend I’m a piece of shit who just paid millions for a pet. Some of them will be flaunting their prizes. Because I was a new bidder with no history in this fucked-up world, I had to agree to the five-day induction trial to get past security. But if we’re out there, I cannot draw attention. We need to blend in. We’re completely outnumbered, even with the people we have surrounding the manor.”

      “I understand.” I chew my lip. “Kyle and Chris were outside. Did anyone catch them?”

      “No. Why were they here? No. Fuck that. Can we focus on you first?” But yet again, his phone rings and cuts us off.

      “Now?” Tobias answers. “Fucking listen to me, Barry, you motherfucker, I have two dead guards here, and it’s only a matter of minutes before more come. Either you find a safe way, or I’ll find one myself. I. Need. To. Get. Her. Out.”

      I hug myself, nearly tripping over one of the dead guards as I step back. I slip on a puddle of crimson liquid, shaking the blood from my foot while Tobias discusses the new escape plan quickly – the route we’ll take and how many guards we’ll pass on the way.

      He hangs up the phone and takes my hand, pulling me out of the room without another thought. “We need to go. When we see someone, act scared. I need to hold you like I plan to fuck you in every position possible without your consent.”

      “Jesus, Tobias.”
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      As soon as we round the corner and go up a floor, we hear whimpers. Moans. He swears and pulls me to the side when I falter in my steps. “You can’t run if you get scared. You need to be an obedient prize and stay by my side, okay?”

      I straighten my spine and nod up at him. “Yeah.”

      “I’ll need to treat you terribly.”

      “I know,” I reply, my eyes flicking to the side when I hear a man laughing.

      “I apologise in advance.”

      He genuinely sounds terrified, so I soften my voice. “Tobias, it’s okay – just hurry up.”

      He grips my arm and pulls me along the corridor, and I try to keep up.

      We round another corner, and my back hits the wall before I can even let out a gasp. Tobias plasters himself against my front and lowers his head to the hollow of my throat.

      “Sorry,” he whispers, a soft breath through the hole at the mouth of the mask. “I’m sorry. I’m sorry. I’m sorry,” he breathes repeatedly as he grabs my thigh and pulls it up to his side, playing the part. “Forgive me.”

      Archie walks past with three guards. He’s talking on the phone and not giving us any attention. He’s yelling at someone to get someone under control.

      Once they’re out of sight, he drops my leg and flinches back like I’ve burned him. “Sorry.” He straightens me up and turns his head.

      “Do you think he was talking about Kade?”

      Tobias trembles a little, and I know he’s vibrating with rage he’s struggling to control. “Probably,” he grits, glancing in the direction Archie went. “It’s taking me everything not to snap the bastard’s neck, but I can’t risk you. Come on. I’ll make sure he burns along with the manor.”

      He takes my wrist and pulls me along the corridor once more. Annoyingly, a man with a cigar is walking towards us with one of the auction paddles in his hand. Tobias lowers his hand to my hip and greets the man, trying to blend in.

      The hand burns.

      Once the man is gone, his touch snaps away.

      I accept his hand in mine, his thumb rubbing over my skin to remind me that I’m safe as I follow him into another corridor, cold and clammy, doors lining one side of the wall, the rooms locked and filled with more moaning.

      I whimper and lower my head when a door opens and I see a girl waiting inside, her hands obediently resting in her lap. “What about the rest of them?”

      “Once I get you out safely, Barry, his men and the Russians will storm the place. They’ll get the rest out before they burn it to the ground. The latter wanted to storm it right away, but I couldn’t risk you getting hurt. This is the safest way.”

      My hand is in his once again as we ascend the staircase, the music slowly filling my ears. Orchestral music – Alexandre Desplat. I usually enjoy his music while dancing or reading, but right now, it’s making this entire situation worse. It grows louder as we get to the top, the stairs opening to the main foyer as the melody merges into “Statues”.

      In the open, he lets go of my hand and takes my arm again, dragging and pushing me around corners. I know he’s hating treating me this way, but we can’t let anyone recognise him or what we’re doing.

      Some of the other buyers are walking around, showcasing their new pets, all in white dresses identical to mine. Some look a little younger than me, some older, and some are downright terrified and sobbing.

      Instead of going through the entranceway doors, we take a right, bypassing the auction room, which is filled with workers cleaning up. He walks slowly, so I can keep up in my bare feet. No one blinks in my direction, despite the splatters of crimson dotted all over my dress and face.

      As if this is normal to them.

      A guard stands to the side with a gun strapped to his chest. He nods to Tobias. “Are you enjoying your prize, sir? Is she to your liking?”

      My body goes stiff as Tobias yanks me to stand in front of him, pretending to whisper in my ear words of assault, his hand just under my breast, while actually telling me not to give him eye contact and that he’s once again sorry. “Oh, she’s more than to my liking. Beautiful, isn’t she?”

      “You’ll join the others in the conference room?”

      “Maybe next time,” he says, then grabs a fistful of my hair and drags me into the next corridor.

      I elbow him when we’re out of view. “You did not need to pull my hair.”

      “I like pulling hair.”

      I roll my eyes. “Of course you do.”

      He winks and pulls his phone out. “We’re approaching. Have your men ready.” He hangs up and looks at me. “There are no guards on this floor. Nearly there, little one.”

      We stop in a small alcove in the lobby, and he throws aside the mask, his brows furrowing. He slips off his suit jacket, removing a blade and a gun and tucking them into his waistband.

      “Here,” he says, sliding the jacket over me, helping me get my arms into each side and buttoning up the front to hide more of my exposed skin. “Well, that could’ve gone a lot worse. It was rather easy, to be honest. Other than having to touch you. No offence, but that made me want to vomit all over you.”

      I want to call him a psychopath for thinking that was anything but terrifying, but he is one, so I’d just be stating the obvious. He doesn’t feel the same way I feel; his emotions are learned, altered and altogether different from mine.

      “I think you enjoyed throwing me around a little too much. Payback for all those times I beat you at chess?”

      He scoffs. “Do not delude yourself into thinking that was even slightly enjoyable. I’d rather be throwing Aria around, preferably while she’s wearing⁠—”

      “Stop! Some things are best kept in a locked box, you idiot. And if this doesn’t kill you, Aria will for escaping,” I say. “Have you seen her?”

      “I’ve watched her, but I don’t have the balls to go see her. Fuck, no. She’d send my ass back to the States. I think she might cut me off completely after this.”

      “I think she’ll understand,” I say, letting out a confused uhh as he tugs at the suit jacket around me, so I’m glued to his chest, his face dropping to my throat as he pulls my head back by the hair, pretending to bite me just as a guard walks by.

      Then he pushes me away like I’m poisonous. “Barry is supposed to be good at his fucking job, the motherfucker. And again, no offence, but if one more person comes, I might need to let us get caught.”

      “Why?” I ask.

      “I’m… very uncomfortable acting this out,” he says, looking away and shoving his hands into his pockets. “I feel like I’m betraying my son and Aria.”

      “It’s not real.”

      “I’m aware,” he hisses. “It still makes me uncomfortable.”

      His phone rings again, and after Tobias goes nuts for a solid minute, Barry tells him they’re nearly ready and in position. He gives directions to the window we’ve to jump from, and we’ll escape out the back of the grounds since no one is there.

      “I don’t think Aria will forgive me for this one, if I’m honest. I’ve probably lost her. She’ll hate me like the rest of the world.” He sighs again and pinches his nose. “But I had no other option; you didn’t show up for visitation. I had to escape.”

      With something close to a disbelieving laugh, I stare at Kade’s dad, at the tiredness in his eyes from constantly fighting with himself. “The world really has no idea who you are. You are a little bit nutty, but you care a lot about your family. You taught yourself to love – in your own way, yes – but that alone goes against everyone’s opinion of you. You aren’t heartless, Tobias. Who cares what the world thinks?”

      He grimaces; he hates compliments and softness. “Shut up or I’ll take you back.”

      I giggle. “I missed you.”

      “Are you done?”

      I roll my eyes, and he takes my hand and leads me through the corridor again. We turn left and pause in our steps.

      A girl is pressed up against the wall, crying for two men to stop. They aren’t guards. They’re in suits. Bidders. One is trying to pull up her dress while the other grabs her face and tries to shove his fingers into her mouth.

      I can’t see his face, but I feel the energy crashing into a dark void as Tobias pulls me behind him slowly, sliding the blade from his waistband at the same time.

      The girl turns her face to dodge a tongue, and I almost step forward when I see it’s Cassie Sawyer, Bernadette’s daughter.

      His fingers flex over the handle, and in a silent flash that has me backing away until I hit the opposite wall, he grabs the closest man’s hair, yanks his head back and slices the knife along his throat.

      Animalistic noises fill the corridor, gurgling chokes, crimson splattering Tobias’s face as he punctures his victim’s skull with the blade for good measure. The blade stays impaled as the body drops to the floor, lifeless, sightless, his unseeing eyes on me.

      His beastly friend lets go of the sobbing Cassie, now covered in blood. She slowly falls to the floor in a huddle, her eyes glazed over, her lips chewed from her biting them. One of her nails is pulled up, the skin butchered, as if she’d been trying to claw herself free of their clutches.

      I rush to her, dropping to my knees and pulling her away from them as the remaining guy tries to swing his fist at Tobias, failing when he captures his wrist, breaks it with a quick snap then headbutts him.

      The man’s nose cracks.

      Tobias shoves his arm away and punches him in the face, hard enough that he crashes into the wall – the man unable to retaliate as he smashes his face again and again. It’s a vicious, continuous beating that has more crimson spraying around us like a fountain until the vile human is unrecognisable.

      Tobias has caved his face in completely.

      Cassie is conscious but slurring her words, blood drying into her cheeks. Her dress clings to her sweating body, and there’s a large puncture hole in her arm. She glances up at me, barely seeing me – then her eyes roll to the back of her head and she collapses into my arms.

      Tobias’s lips flatten. “Well, this is unfortunate. She’s the enemy.” He helps me up and tosses her over his shoulder. “Good thing we’re nearly out of here. Grab her phone – it’s on the floor over there.”

      I pick it up and give it to him, and he slides it into his pocket. “Where are we taking her?”

      “She’s the bait. Or blackmail. One child in exchange for the other. That’s if they don’t all perish when this place burns down.”

      He links our hands again, keeping an unconscious Cassie on his shoulder as he leads us to the end of the lobby and slides open a window. I let out a relieved breath as Barry’s face pops up.

      He grins at me when I smile. “Good evening, miss.”

      I chuckle. “Stop calling me that.”

      Kade’s father grunts. “You both shut up. Take this.” He practically tosses Cassie at him. Barry catches her limp body then hands her to one of his men, ordering them to take her to his car.

      Tobias helps me up to the window ledge, and one of Barry’s men helps me down. As soon as my feet press into the soft grass, Barry pulls me into him – another hug I had no idea I needed. I wrap my arms around him just as tightly.

      “I’m glad you’re okay. I was worried about you. I wouldn’t have ever forgiven myself if something happened to you, Miss— Stacey.”

      Tobias scowls at us and narrows his eyes at Barry. “Let go of her and move. Before someone sees us.”

      Barry walks with us as we sneak through the grounds and into a small area of trees. My feet hurt, and I wince a little, but I don’t say anything. We have more things to worry about than my bare feet.

      I accidentally forget to hold a branch, and it slaps Tobias in the face.

      I cringe and glance over my shoulder, mouthing an oops.

      He looks like he wants to stab me.

      We hurry through trees, and the music dies out as we pass by stables. There are no horses. I can’t imagine Bernadette even caring for one.

      We walk out of the grounds’ unused back entrance, the metal gate harshly creaking, yet not loud enough to draw attention to us in the dark.

      I’m too scared to feel relief yet, because something always goes wrong.

      Barry offers me a low nod and opens the door to one of the cars for me. “It’s good to see you again,” I say. “I hope Eva and Lisa are okay?”

      “They’re safe and hidden. And it’s really good to see you too. However, it’s been rather peaceful without you.”

      I shake my head. “Your cheeks turn red when you lie.”

      When the car pulls out, Barry tells us that the Russians are readying themselves to storm the manor; that within the hour, it’ll be up in flames.

      Hopefully the Sawyers burn.

      Even if their daughter is in the trunk.

      When we reach the lodge, the sun is already starting to rise, and I’m exhausted. I’d nearly fallen asleep on Tobias’s shoulder, but he shrugged me off while he tapped away on the iPad, hunting for Kade’s location through the security feed Barry had hacked into.

      I keep watching how much Tobias is trying to hold himself together – a shell as he turns the tablet screen off and blankly stares out the window, blinking more than usual, before checking the screen to see if there’s any change then going back to staring.

      His shell shatters when we get out of the car. The door of the lodge is thrown open, and Aria rushes out, her eyes red as her body slams into Tobias and she lets loose a string of sobs.

      “Our babies,” she cries. “We need to help them. Please help them.”

      He strokes the back of her hair, his arm around the small of her back. “We will. I promise we’ll get our kids back.”

      The door opens again, and my eyes land on Jason.
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      My head is fuzzy as I pry my eyes open, wincing from both the sunlight shining through the window and the ache in my muscles.

      I curl into Kade’s embrace and freeze all over, like ice-cold water has doused my naked body when I realise the chest has no tattoos. The hand resting on my hip belongs to someone who isn’t my boyfriend. And when I lift my eyes to see the person’s face, my stomach curdles.

      It’s Jason.

      Kade’s big brother.

      I’m in my boyfriend’s brother’s bed. With no clothes on.

      I feel like dying when between my legs throbs with the worst pain imaginable.

      “No,” I blurt in a croaky, dry voice and pull away from him – my heart instantly racing and shattering to pieces. I inwardly wince from how stiff my body is. “No. No, no, no. Please no.”

      He groans and tries to reach for me. His eyes are closed, a frown line between his brows as he tries to pull me to him. “Go back to sleep, Giana. We’ll go buy tests later.”

      The breath I let out catches halfway, and everywhere tenses as his hand lowers to my ass.

      I launch myself away from him with a scream and hide my naked body with the duvet, pulling it completely off his. I close my eyes and beg myself to wake up – to rise from this nightmare as I back into a desk chair and drop into it.

      I open them to slits when I hear the bed shift. I keep my hand up to hide his lower region.

      Bile rises in my throat.

      All I can think of is how Kade is never going to forgive me – I’ve broken his trust and ruined our future together. I’m not like this. I love Kade more than anything in the world. He was the only person who kept me breathing. He was the air to my starved lungs.

      And going by the indents on my chest, the bite marks all over my breasts and the cut on my nipple, not to mention the bruising and dried blood on my hips and inner thighs, I know I’ve screwed everything up.

      Jason sits straight on the mattress, one eye still shut. “Baby, what are you—” His voice stops, and he tilts his head at me – looks back down at the bed then back to me, completely lost. “What are you…? Who…? Stacey?”

      He grabs a pillow and holds it against himself, his hand shaking as he brushes it through his sweaty hair. “What the fuck?”

      A tear slips down my cheek as I shake and look at the wall. I’m trying so hard not to sob, to drop to the ground and curl up into a ball and scream for forgiveness.

      I’ve betrayed Kade. I… cheated on him. With Jason.

      Why would I do that?

      I wouldn’t. Kade is everything to me. He’s my person. The one I’ll have a big family with – grow old with.

      I don’t blink, my body trembling as I rise from the chair, keeping the covers against my chest as I put as much distance between me and the bed as possible. If my body allowed me, I would run, but I can barely stand.

      My ribs are still cracked. From Chris finding the ultrasound picture in my room and throwing me around in utter rage, kicking me repeatedly in the stomach until my baby girl died.

      I barely recognise my own voice as I stand and somehow ask, “Did you touch me?” I already know the answer as my words break. “Did we…? Did you…?”

      Jason’s eyes bulge. “Wait. Hold the fuck on a minute. We fucked? I fucked you? I thought you were Giana.” His mouth hangs open, and he looks down at the dried blood all over his lower abdomen. “Is this your blood?”

      I try to gulp and fail, nodding. “I think so.”

      “Fuck, I didn’t… We wouldn’t…” He stops, shaking his head and dropping it. “This is not happening. Please tell me this is not fucking happening. I have a goddamn fiancée! You’re my little brother’s girlfriend!”

      I try to swallow again, but my throat is swollen. “Why am I here, Jason?”

      He glances up, his hair a mess, eyes red. “I don’t fucking know. Why are you here? Why were you in my bed?”

      I flinch as I step back, and there’s a horrible stinging sensation between my legs. My knees buckle – my spine is close to snapping from the pressure of my body trying to stay upright.

      Flashes come to me, and my chest caves inward, seeing different faces above me. Bodies. In and around me.

      I remember different smells. Grunts. Being bitten.

      Someone pressing his large hand against my face, forcing my head into the mattress, hard enough that I thought my skull would crack.

      Being strangled until my vision faded.

      Someone slapping me, or was it a headbutt?

      My stepbrother’s voice.

      The need to run and scream but not being in control of my body. My mind was barely there, but I remember parts. The feeling of being lost. Empty. How much I wanted my boyfriend or my other brother to burst in the door and put a stop to it.

      I remember the terror. I remember more than one person being… And they…

      My heart sinks as an image of Jason comes to the forefront of my brain, and my eyes burn as I remember that he was with them. He was on top of me and beneath me. My hand covers my mouth, and I back into the corner of the room, far away from him. “Did you rape me?”

      He pulls on a pair of boxers and stands. “What? No. I wouldn’t… I would never… I… Wait, some guy got me shit-faced and… Fuck, I think we…” He bites his lip and stares at me desperately. “What age are you? Same age as Kade?”

      “Nineteen,” I reply, my jaw jittering as I grip the duvet until it hurts more than my body.

      “I didn’t rape you. Please fucking believe me. I would never do that.”

      I chew my already swollen and cut lip. “I was raped. I remember being raped. I screamed for it to stop and tried to fight back. I remember you.”

      He looks at the bed, the fluid stains there, and his chest rises and falls heavier. “I think we just… I didn’t rape you, Stacey. I promise you. I’m not a rapist.”

      My cheeks are soaked. “But you were on top of me,” I say with a sob, sinking my nails into my palm. “You were on top of me. I didn’t want to. I love Kade.”

      Jason looks over at me, his face pale. A part of me believes that he’s innocent. “Did we really…?” he asks, his eyes glazing over.

      “I think so.” I wet my dry lips and glance away. “I think we did. I’m… I’m really sore.”

      His face falls when I lift my eyes back to him. “You’re sore?”

      I nod. “And I have deep bite marks on my chest and thighs. I’m bruised.” I don’t mention the pain in and around my behind. I’m distraught as it is.

      He paces, pulling at his hair, muttering to himself about his partner, how Kade will kill him, and questioning himself on whether or not we actually had sex. Wondering if it might be a bad dream.

      “I’m sorry,” I sob. “I’m so sorry. I need to go. I need to go.” I try to walk, but my lungs seize, and I gasp from the combined pain all over me and hunch over.

      I flinch as Jason tries to help me, a terrified sound escaping my lips. He steps back, raising both hands.

      “I’ll get you something.” Jason rubs his face with his palm and yanks open the drawers of his dresser, pulling clothes out. “Put these on.” He drops the pile in my lap and opens his bedside unit while I slide them on. While his back is turned, I drop the duvet and pull on the top as he hurries into the bathroom and pours me a glass of water. “Take these. If you’re sore, they’ll help.”

      I stare at his hand, at the two white pills, and I shake my head. “No.”

      “I promise you,” he says, slowly kneeling in front of me but still keeping his distance. “I didn’t know it was you. I… don’t remember much, but I… I thought you were Giana. I’m sorry. I’m truly sorry. I’ll fix this.”

      I flinch as he takes my hand and puts the pills into it.

      “Do you want to go to the hospital? To Kade? If you… If you think I slept with you without your consent, do you want to report me? I’ll explain what I can to Kade and hand myself in.”

      Pressure builds behind my eyes. I believe him. “It wasn’t your fault. I think my brother brought me here as punishment.”

      Thinking back to last night, my head hurts. I was at the club with Chris and his friends, and he forced me to swallow a pill, then another and another. He held my jaw and yelled at me to drink to flush down the drugs.

      He made me dance.

      Someone’s fingers were… I said no.

      And then it all went blank.

      Jason… where did he come from?

      I remember seeing him in the club. It was brief, when Chris tried to manhandle me onto the dance floor, or was it off it?

      I drop my head to my hands. “I’m so sorry,” I say. Chris brought him into this. And not only has he ruined my relationship, but he’s also ruined Jason and Giana’s. “It’s my brother. He’s a monster. He would have set this up. He’s like that. He’s evil and manipulative. He… he would have made me do this to get back at me for being with Kade.”

      I hiccough, and a lump of sick climbs up my throat.

      “I… I came off my pill because me and Kade were trying for another baby. What if? What if we—” I struggle to finish the sentence, the forbidden question that makes me ill. “I love Kade. I thought you were Kade when I woke up. I need to tell him. I can’t keep this from him.”

      “I don’t remember anyone else being in here. I think… I think we just came here. I don’t know. We’ll both tell Kade. We’ll explain ourselves. The last thing I said to my brother was to keep you safe and keep his chin up.” He lets out a disgusted snort, his own eyes red as they water. “And this happens.”

      “What about your fiancée?”

      Jason stares at me. “I don’t think she’ll ever forgive me for this. Regardless of the circumstances. She’s at work.” He glances at the clock. “She’ll be home in a few hours.” He stands. “I’m going to take you to hospital.”

      “No!” I reach up and grab his arm. “I just want to go home.”

      “I’ll pick you up once I speak to Gi. We’ll talk to Kade.” He wipes his cheek, sniffs and nods. “I’m sorry, Stacey.”

      My lip trembles. “I’m sorry too.”

      By the time he drops me off at home, barely able to walk into my house without cringing in pain, I feel a heaviness on my chest. Both physically and mentally.

      I’m waiting for my world to end.

      Chris is playing music in his room
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