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Isidora stood in front of the thick mahogany door of the Plaza Hotel's presidential suite.

She clutched the universal keycard so hard that the plastic’s edges bit into her hand. The pain was anchoring.

She swiped her card. The green light blinked. There was a quiet click.

Isidora threw the door open. The air inside struck her like a physical blow, thick with the smell of expensive champagne and cheap lust.

She stepped on the persian rug. Her eyes immediately landed on a custom Armani suit jacket thrown on the floor. It was Kevin's.

In the hall the edge of the crystal chandelier was decorated with a black lace bra. It belonged to Chantelle. Her ex-best friend.

Isidora's stomach heaved violently. Acid burned the back of her throat. This was the man she was to marry in a few months.

From the half-open bedroom door came the unmistakable sounds of skin on skin and heavy, uninhibited moans echoing through the quiet suite.

She did not weep. Instead a freezing calm swept through her veins.

Isidora pulled her cellphone out of her pocket. She opened the camera and switched to video mode, ensuring that the flash was off.

She walked to the bedroom, and kicked the door open with her heel.

The screen of her phone lit up the tangle of limbs on the king-sized bed. Kevin was on her, face buried in the neck of a blonde model.

He froze at the sudden light. Turning his head his eyes were wide with sheer panic.

"What the fuck! Kevin roared, snatching up a pillow and throwing it at the door. You creepy ugly freak! “Get out!”

Isidora did not blink. She just cocked her head and let the pillow hit the frame.

With her thumb she pushed the red stop button. Video saved.”

She looked at Kevin’s face, white and sweaty. There was no jealousy in her breast, only the cold satisfaction of a hunter claiming his kill.

Chantelle screamed and pulled the silk sheets over her.

Isidora turned away from both of them. Her heels made a steady, merciless clicking on the hardwood floor as she walked out of the suite.

By the time she reached the elevator, her lungs were collapsing. She hit the button for the rooftop bar with her hand.

She wanted a drink. She needed it to burn out the filth she’d just seen.

The elevator doors opened onto the dim purple ambiance of the rooftop bar. The heavy bass of a jazz band vibrated against her ribcage, but it couldn't drown out the churning in her stomach. She swallowed the nausea, her face still hiding behind thick patchy foundation and painted on freckles, her eyes behind hideous thick rimmed black glasses. She was a walking, breathing punch line and tonight she was going to own it.

Ignoring the sideways glances her odd appearance drew, she made her way to the furthest corner of the bar.

"Dry martini," she said to the bartender. “Make it your best.

The glass came and she didn’t sip it. She threw her head back and drank the burning liquid in one gulp.

The alcohol lit her blood up like a match dropped on gasoline. Her head reeled.

Then the bar stool next to her scraped back. A tall broad shadow fell down in it.

A scent invaded her lungs before she so much as looked at him, crisp cedarwood with something darker, deeply male. It completely overpowered the cheap cologne coming from every other man in the room.

“Whiskey. Straight,” he said.

His voice was a low rumble, a gravelly sound like a man who hadn't slept in a week.

Isidora turned her head. The lighting was poor but she could see a razor sharp jaw line and a black dress shirt with the first two buttons undone.

Cedrick gripped his glass, knuckles white. Days of chronic insomnia had frayed his nerves nite after nite.

Then a smell floated across the space between them.

It was weak. Iris A very specific, custom blend of iris that hit his brain like a huge dose of tranquilizers. The constant, incessant buzzing in his skull went silent.

Cedrick spun around sharply toward the woman beside him.

His deep bottomless eyes fixed on her. The hideous thick-rimmed glasses, the cakey uneven foundation, the tightly pulled, severe bun. Her appearance was a stark contrast to the ethereal, soothing scent she wore. But he didn’t care right now, as the crushing pressure in his skull finally gave way. Not in the least. What mattered was the origin of that smell.

Isidora felt the heat of his eyes. It was a predator. It made the hair on her arms stand on end and, more confusingly, it made something else stir under her skin. No one had ever looked at her this way in her disguise.

She tried to get up and walk away but the martini let her down. Her knees gave way.

She went down on her side.

Her waist was caught by a thick, strong forearm. Cedrick's hand was burning hot, the heat searing through the thin silk of her gown.

Her desire to destroy Kevin, along with the alcohol in her brain, reached a boiling point.

Isidora looked up at the stranger. She did not back down. But she reached up and threw her arms round his strong shoulders.

The morning sun sliced through the gap in the heavy curtains and jabbed Isidora right in the eyes.

She gasped. Her eyes snapped open. Her muscles ached all over, with a deep throbbing pain.

She turned her head. On the far side of the king-size bed a huge scarred back was turned to her.

The memories of the nite before hit her skull like a freight train—the rough hands, the biting, the complete loss of control.

She was seized by a panic. She couldn’t inhale.

Isadora threw the duvet off her naked body. She scrambled across the carpet, snatching up her clothes where they lay, and pulled them on with shaking hands.

She had to leave. She had to see that this would never happen again.

She fished in her purse and pulled out ten crisp hundred dollar bills.

She took a pen from a hotel and wrote on a notepad: Standard service fee. We're now even. She looked at the cruel letters a moment, her face going to absolute cold detachment. Sentiment and regret were a luxury there, there was no room for it in the life she had been forced to lead.

She placed the money and the note on the nightstand, alongside his heavy, expensive-looking watch and her own pair of ugly thick-rimmed glasses.

Isidora did not turn around. She flung open the door to the suite and fled down the hall like a fugitive.
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Isidora sat in the back of the Lincoln Navigator parked outside The Pierre hotel.

She looked into the sun visor mirror, her fingers numb as she applied a third layer of dark, cakey foundation on her cheeks. She pushed the fake freckles back onto her nose, shoved the heavy black-rimmed glasses onto her face.

The beautiful woman from the hotel room was gone. The ugly, pathetic Wyatt heiress was at it again.

She drew the collar of her Victorian dress higher. The fabric scratched her skin but it was necessary. The dark, violent bruises the stranger had sucked into her neck last nite had to remain hidden.

She opened the car door and stepped out onto the red carpet.

A camera flash went off in her face. From the corner of her eye she saw a group of socialites pointing in her direction.

“Look at her,” one of them whispered, not bothering to be quiet. She looks like a moldy nun. How is Kevin Garrison marrying that?

Isidora bowed her head and shook off the insults on her armor. As she walked into the grand ballroom, her eyes were fixed on the marble floor.

Her father, Arsenio Wyatt, was immediately standing. He didn't say "hello." He caught hold of her arm, his fingers biting in.

“Tonight, keep your mouth shut,” hissed Arsenio in her ear. “ “If you screw up this trust fund merger with the Garrisons, I’ll make you wish to hell you’d never been born.”

Isidora nodded slowly and withdrew her arm.

Her eyes scanned the room, looking for Kevin, wanting to know if he had the nerve to bring Chantelle to their formal engagement dinner.

Then the loud chatter in the ballroom died away all at once. The live orchestra stopped mid-note.

Sweat was running down Hyman Garrison's forehead as he almost ran for the grand entrance. Kevin's dad was the current chairman.

Footsteps, heavy and deliberate, sounded on the marble floor. Every step was like a gavel pounding on wood.

The mass of Wall Street elites parted like the Red Sea, pressing themselves against the tables, afraid to block the way.

Hyman grabbed the mike, his hands shaking visibly.

“Ladies and gentlemen,” he spluttered. “Ladies and gentlemen, the real head of the Garrison family, back from Los Angeles — Mr. Cedrick Garrison.”

The name caused a physical shockwave through the room. People lived. Cedrick was the exiled billionaire, the ruthless hedge fund predator who ate companies for breakfast.

Isidora slowly raised her head and slid her ugly glasses up the bridge of her nose.

The color drained from her face the instant she saw the man guarded by bodyguards.

The razor-edged jawline. Those cold, dead eyes. The stifling atmosphere of total power.

It was he. The hotel fellow. The man for whom she had left a thousand dollars on the nite table.

Isidora could not breathe. Her lungs would not expand. She retreated, desperately attempting to conceal herself behind a tall floral arrangement.

Her heel caught the edge of a silk gown of a socialite.

“Look at it, you freak!” The woman yelled, shoving Isidora hard in the chest.

Isidora staggered back. Her hip hit the corner of the table with the champagne tower. Several crystal glasses were knocked over and smashed against the marble floor, the sharp sound like a gunshot in the dead-silent ballroom.

Cedrick stopped.

His head jerked to the corner. His cold, predatory eyes fixed on the source of the noise.

Isidora dropped her chin to her chest and her messy hair in front of her, praying the heavy makeup and the thick glasses would hold.

Cedrick’s gaze flicked over her horrible outfit. He looked at her with a face of absolute disgust, and began to turn away.

Then a draft came in from the open ballroom doors.

It smelled of something.

Cedrick’s nose flared. His whole body went rigid.

Light eye color. The same exact mix that had dulled the jagged edges of his chronic insomnia for that one fleeting moment the nite before. It was an anomaly, and it grated on his hyper-vigilant instincts. What would make this heavily made up creature emit a scent that would demand his attention?

Cedrick didn’t proceed to the main table. He turned on his heel and walked straight for the dark corner.

The crowd caught its breath. Isidora’s fingers clutched the fabric of her skirt, her palms slick with sweat.

Cedrick halted a foot and a half away from her. He was so large he overshadowed all the light.

Hyman came running over, laughing uneasily. “Sorry about the mess, Cedrick. “This is Isidora Wyatt, Kevin’s fiancée.”

Cedrick’s eyes darkened at the word fiancee.

He looked down at her, his gaze dragging from her fake freckles, high collar of her dress. At its edge, thick layers of concealer were caked and uneven, a desperate attempt to hide what lay underneath.

Cedrick laughed, a dark chuckle that set the hair on the back of Isidora's neck on end.

He leaned close, his lips inches from her ear.

“Miss Wyatt,” Cedrick whispered dangerously. “The perfume you chose has the same smell as the woman in the hotel room last night.”
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Isidora dug her fingernails into her palms so hard the skin almost broke. The only thing that kept her upright in Cedrick’s oppressive presence was the physical pain.

Her breath caught for a moment, but she forced her skittering heart into calm. She looked at him and her eyes were completely devoid of the fear he had expected.

“It’s a cheap, off-the-shelf brand, Mr. Garrison,” Isidora said, her voice eerily calm, subtly defiant. “I’m sorry if that offends your delicate sensibilities.

Cedrick looked down at her heavily made-up face. His eyes darkened and narrowed, studying her lie. The smell wasn't simply familiar. It was burned into his memory from one chaotic nite. The same perfume that had clung to the woman's skin in his hotel room. And now it was on his nephew's betrothed. He was about to open his mouth and tear her apart.

Before he could speak, the side doors of the ballroom flew open.

Kevin marched in, his face red with anger. He'd just gotten a text, Chantelle was throwing a fit outside the hotel lobby.

He bypassed Isidora completely, heading straight for his father.

"Dad, I've got an urgent email from London. “I have to go out for twenty minutes,” Kevin lied through his teeth.

Cedrick slowly turned his head and looked at his nephew as one looks at a cockroach.

What email is more important than your own engagement party? Cedrick’s voice pierced the room. “Or is it the stray cat you keep on the side that's mewing too loud outside?

Kevin’s face turned white. He opened his mouth, but no sound came. He didn’t dare talk back to the man who held the purse strings of the family.

Instead he sent Isidora a vicious, hateful glare, silently blaming her for his humiliation.

Everyone was staring at the uncle and nephew, at their tense standoff. Isidora took a careful step back. She had to get out of Cedrick's sightline, and now.

She turned and hurried down the side corridor, pushed through the heavy walnut doors at the end of the hall and slipped into the VIP coatroom.

The room was black as pitch, and smelled of mothballs and damply expensive wool.

Isidora pressed her back to the door and laid her hand over her heart. Her heart was beating fast and it hurt.

Before she could catch a full breath the brass handle behind her spun around.

A great force pushed the door open, thrusting her forward. Cedrick stepped into the dark room, reached behind him and locked the door. The metal clicked with a terrifying finality.

Isidora scrambled backward, her spine colliding with a wall of heavy winter coats.

Cedrick did not hesitate. He moved into her space and grabbed her wrists and pushed them against the wall above her head. He pushed himself against her, his knee forcing between her thighs, imprisoning her completely.

Isidora gasped, her breast heaving against his.

Cedrick dipped his head. His nose grazed the skin of her neck, and he inhaled—slowly—deeply—like a predator scenting blood.

“A cheap off-the-shelf brand?” His voice was a rough vibrating growl against her collarbone. "You wore this same perfume in my hotel room. “Do you think I’m a fucking idiot, Miss Wyatt?”

Isidora’s body stiffened. She stared away. Please have some respect. “I’m Kevin’s fiancée.”

The word made something violent in him.

“Fian—cée?” Cedrick sneered, his words dripping with contempt. His thumb pressed into the side of her jaw, keeping her chin in a bruising grip. “Were you planning on sleeping with me? "Your audition was one nite in my bed and when you didn't get a callback you settled for my fool of a nephew?"

Isidora took a quick breath, pressing both hands against his chest. None of your business!

Cedrick’s hand shot up, the fingers tightening their grip, forcing her to look at him.

'You smell of hidden agendas,' he said, eyes burning with a dark, calculating rage. “You play the frightened mouse, but you crawled into my bed uninvited. You're going to marry into my family now. You do not even dare tell me that this is a coincidence".

He was sure of it. This woman had seduced him, had played him for a fool, and now she was using the engagement to claw her way into the Garrison fortune. For shame, the memory was a brand upon his pride.

Isidora laughed, a cold, mocking laugh. The fear was gone, replaced by sheer defiance.

“You flatter yourself on the attractiveness of your family, Mr. Garrison,” she whispered, her eyes fixed on his without fear. “I am just surviving a business arrangement. If I had any real power in this game I wouldn't be standing in a dark closet getting threatened by a tyrant."

Cedrick’s pupils grew larger. It was a blow to his ego, like a sledge hammer.

A dangerous dark heat throbbed from his body. His head dipped, his mouth plummeting toward hers. He had to punish her for the insult, for the deception – to taste the lie on her lips and remind her, and himself, of the nite she had so clearly chosen to forget.

His lips brushed hers as heavy footsteps pounded down the hallway outside.

Isidora! "Where the hell are you hiding you ugly bitch? Kevin’s voice rang out through the wood of the door.

The handle rattled hard.

Isidora held her breath. Her eyes widened with sheer terror. She pushed her palms flat against Cedrick's chest, silently pleading with him to step back.

Cedrick stopped. He stared at the rattling handle and then down at the quivering lips of Isidora.

A cruel, twisted smile spread over his face. He didn’t jerk back. He thrust his hips against hers.
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Kevin kicked the heavy walnut door. His expensive leather shoe creaked the wood.

"Useless freak," he said loudly enough to be heard. His footsteps receded down the hall as he went to answer his ringing phone.

In the dark coatroom, Isidora pushed at Cedrick’s chest with all her might.

This time he let her push him.

Her fingers shook violently as she tried to fasten the collar of her dress which had twisted in his grip.

Psychopath,” she hissed under her breath.

She didn’t wait for his response. She snatched the door handle, unlocked it and dashed out into the brightly lit corridor.

Cedrick was standing in the dark. He raised his hand slowly, thumb rubbing off the last trace of iris from his skin. His eyes were jet black, calculating and lethal. He pulled on his cuffs, and went out of the room.

Isidora power-walks toward the side lounge, the pulse in her ears racing, trying to slow.

She froze. Turned the corner.

Chantelle, in a scandalously short red silk dress, was standing in the middle of the lounge trying to get into the main ballroom where two security guards were trying to hold her back. A crowd of socialites were already there, their eyes bright with gossip.

Kevin shouldered his way through the mob. He shoved one of the guards hard in his chest, and wrapped his arms around Chantelle protectively.

Chantelle shoved her face into Kevin’s chest and then raised a manicured finger and pointed it right at Isidora, who had just walked in.

“Kevin, she threatened me!” “ Chantelle sobbed. Loudly. "She texted me and told me if I don't leave you, she's going to hire someone to throw acid in my face!"

It was a naked and absurd lie. But the crowd gasped. A current of whispers had gone through the socialites: "Vicious. Psycho."

Kevin's face froze with unadulterated rage. He let go of Chantelle, and went straight toward Isidora. His hand was up, and he was about to slap her across the face in front of everybody.

Isidora didn't blink. She did not blink. She looked directly into Kevin's eyes, so cold and dead that his hand froze in midair.

“Ugly, disgusting bitch,” Kevin spat, dropping his hand but raising his voice. You think your petty threats will scare Chantelle away? Look at yourself, "You look like a rotted corpse. “If it wasn’t for the trust fund, the thought of laying a finger on you would make me puke.”

The socialites laughed heartily. The humiliation was complete.

Isadora looked over Kevin's shoulder. Her father, Arsenio, was at the back of the crowd. He didn’t even try to defend his daughter, he just looked at her with intense disgust, his eyes burning with anger. He was painfully embarrassed that her loss of control of the situation was threatening the Wyatt-Garrison merger before the whole world, putting millions of dollars in corporate assets at risk.

Isidora was alone under the chandelier. Her back was ramrod straight. No tears welled behind her thick glasses.

She reached very slowly into her clutch purse. Using her thumb, she found her phone's home button and blindly unlocked it.

As she was about to press the screen, a cold mocking laugh echoed from between the marble pillars.

Cedrick emerged from the shadows, one hand in his pocket. The crowd immediately hushed at the weight of his presence.

He slowly ambled toward Kevin, his eyes flicking to Chantelle for a second to strip her naked with a single look.

“How long have the Garrison men been behaving like dogs in heat in public?” Cedrick’s voice was soft, but it was a deadly threat.

Kevin swallowed hard, his face paling. “Uncle Cedrick, this woman, she—”

“Shut your mouth,” Cedrick cut in. "You make a public circus out of a private family thing over a woman you could buy for ten bucks on Hollywood Boulevard? His eyes didn’t even glance at Isidora. His wrath was entirely directed at his nephew’s incompetence. “You’re killing the Garrison name in front of Wallstreet.”

Chantelle gasped and her face went scarlet. She opened her mouth to reply, but one glance at Cedrick's dead eyes made her close it.

Isidora stared at Cedrick, stunned. Why was the man who had just shoved her into a closet stepping in?

Cedrick caught her watching. He tilted his head a little and a dark, amused gleam flashed in his eyes.

He was no use to her. He was taking pleasure in the show. He wanted to see what the nasty scheming woman would do next.

He looked over at Hyman, who had just come in, sweating hard.

“End this circus,” Cedrick commanded. I want the official toast to start in the main ballroom in exactly ten minutes. Do not let me wait.
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The whispering guests were ushered back to their seats in the grand ballroom. The circus in the lounge was for the moment swept under the carpet.

Cedrick sat in the private cigar lounge behind a wall of one-way glass, on the second floor.

His assistant, Jarvis, clipped a Cuban cigar for him and lit it.

Cedrick inhaled, slow and long. Thick blue-grey smoke curled about his face. His eyes were on the floor below, on Isidora, who was alone in the shadows at the back of the room.

Old memories welled up unbidden—his boyhood in the Garrison estate, the cold floors, the hunger, how these same hypocritical family members had driven his mother to an early grave.

The big oak door opened. Hyman Garrison entered, mopping a silk handkerchief over his damp forehead. He put a leather folder on the table.

“Cedrick, this is the last merger agreement. And when the toast is complete, the Wyatt shipping lines will be formally folded into our portfolio.”

Cedrick didn’t look at the binder. He knocked his ash into the crystal tray.

“For a couple of rusty cargo ships you’ll let the heir of this family marry the laughingstock of New York?” His voice was monotone.

Hyman swallowed hard. "Isidora is... homely. Yes. But she does as she's told. If she is manageable. “Kevin will have his fun and settle down in the end.”

Obedient.

Cedrick remembered the sharp claws she had shown him in the coatroom. He remembered the heat of her skin last nite. His lips darkened with a mocking smile.

"Obedient," he repeated. He got up and went to the glass, looking down on the ballroom. “Hyman, the greatest failure in your life is that you can never tell the difference between the prey and the predator.”

Hyman looked perplexed. “The press has been bought by the PR team. The scandal won’t break. But we need you to spearhead the toast to placate the Wall Street investors."

Cedrick stubbed out the cigar in the ashtray.

“I didn’t come back to New York to clean up your mess,” he said coldly and started for the door. But this party is getting interesting. “I’ll make the toast.

Isidora Was locked in a downstairs bathroom stall.

She was tapping away on her phone's screen. She bypassed the hotel’s firewall through a secret VPN node and hacked into The Pierre’s central audio-visual control system.

It took her under two minutes.

She uploaded the high definition video file she had recorded in the Plaza suite, and set it as the main, unskippable source for the main LED screen.

Then she looked at herself in the bathroom mirror, the ugly glasses, the fake freckles.

She grinned. It was a smile of terror, of destruction.

She came out of the bathroom, accepted a glass of champagne from a passing waiter, and headed to the very front row of the ballroom.

The MC tapped the microphone on stage. “Ladies and gentlemen, please welcome the head of the Garrison family, Mr. Cedrick Garrison to the toast!”

The room burst into applause.

Cedrick went up on the stage and took the mic. His eyes swept over the crowd and at once found Isidora in the front row.

Isidora raised her glass of champagne and looked him straight in the eye with eyes that revealed as little fear as his. What replaced it was manic energy, that of a person holding a lit match to a barrel of gasoline.

Cedrick’s instincts kicked in. Her eyes shone too brightly. She looked like a woman who had decided to burn down the house.

He looked at the teleprompter, then looked away. He leaned into the mic, and a slow smirk spread across his face.

“Tonight,” Cedrick said, his voice echoing across the cavernous room, “will be a nite none of us shall forget.”

As soon as the words left his mouth, Isidora pressed the Execute button on her phone.

The massive LED screen behind Cedrick that had been displaying the Garrison family crest went blacker than black.

There was a moment of absolute silence.

Then the screen flared up again. The ballroom was filled with crystal-clear footage of Kevin in the Plaza suite hotel bed, broadcast across ten feet of screen and blasted through the Dolby surround sound speakers.

The room was in uproar.
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The sound echoed off the vaulted ceiling of the ballroom, loud enough to make the crystal glasses on every table vibrate.

An elderly socialite in the front row dropped a champagne glass. It fell on the marble floor.

For three agonizing seconds hundreds of Wall Street elites, politicians and socialites stood in absolute, horrified silence.

Then the room blew up.

Kevin, standing by the front table with a smug smile on his face, froze. He watched himself on the ten-foot screen, blood draining from his face fast enough to make him look dead.

A blood curdling scream from Chantelle came from the back corner. She covered her face with her hands and sank to her knees.

Hyman shook off his daze and ran like a madman toward the soundboard.

"Switch it off! “Kill the power now!” he yelled, tugging at the collar of the sound engineer.

The engineer pounded his fists on the keyboard, his face white with panic. I can't! The system is locked from the outside. It’s a hard override!”

The screen boomed with Kevin’s own voice, his words hanging in the air and obliterating any remaining dignity the Garrison and Wyatt families had left.

A strobe of camera flashes exploded. The room’s financial journalists, smelling blood in the water, aggressively snapped photos of the screen and Kevin’s horrified face.

Arsenio Wyatt's face turned a violent shade of purple. He strode over to Kevin, drew back his arm and hit him across the face with a sickening crack.

"But you son of a bitch! Arsenio shouted. And this is how you treat my family?”

Kevin put his hands up to his bloodied lip, took a step back. He put up no resistance. He tore off his suit jacket and draped it around the head of the collapsing Chantelle in a theatrical faint and dragged her out by the side door, fleeing the room like a beaten dog.

Isidora stood perfectly still in the midst of the chaos.

She lowered her head, her shoulders quivering slightly. She looked around at everything like a broken, ashamed woman crying soundlessly.

But Cedrick had a clear view of her from the stage.

She wasn't crying. Her lips turned up at the corners in a cold, victorious smile.

Cedrick tightened his grip on the mic. His blood burned. The sheer nerve of this woman was intoxicating.

It was useless seeing the control panel, Hyman grabbed a heavy metal barstool. He swung it as hard as he could and it crashed into the heart of the LED screen. Sparks flew. The glass broke. The screen finally went out, but the sound continued for another ten excruciating seconds before fading away.

Hyman looked around to a room full of disgusted investors and took a heavy breath.

“This is a malicious cyber attack, ladies and gentlemen—” he started, but his voice broke.

Nobody heard. Three of the biggest hedge-fund managers stood up, buttoned their suits all at once and walked out without saying a word. The Garrison stock was going to bleed tomorrow morning.

Arsenio went across the room to Isidora. He didn’t hug her. He leaned in, his eyes venomous.

" I know you did this," he hissed. "Don't think I don't know. “Let’s just hope this merger doesn’t fall through. Or I’ll end you.”

Isidora looked up at him, no false tears remaining. “I just showed them the truth.

Cedrick let the microphone drop to the floor on stage. He walked down the steps, his bodyguards on either side of him, heading straight for Isidora, his bulk completely blocking Arsenio’s view.

He leaned down and brushed his lips against her ear.

“Good work, Miss Wyatt,” Cedrick whispered in a dark, dangerous tone. “But are you prepared to pay the price?
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The ballroom cleared out quickly, leaving behind broken glass and the scent of ruined reputations.

Isidora hurried down the carpeted, quiet hall to the underground parking garage. She had to leave before the press discovered her.

He passed one of the half-open doors of the V.I.P. lounge and a big hand shot out of the gloom. A steel-viced grip of fingers clutched her bicep and yanked her violently into the room.

The door slammed shut, locked.

Isidora stumbled and fell back onto the leather sofa. The smell of cedarwood filled her lungs. She scrambled up and faced Cedrick.

“Mr. Garrison,” she said, her voice cutting sharp. “It was a disaster tonight. As head of the family you have to cancel this engagement officially.”

Cedrick made himself comfortable in an armchair, crossed his long legs and watched her as a hawk watches a mouse.

“Call it off?” he said, voice dangerously soft. "Why would I do that?"

Isidora looked at him, unbelieving. “Kevin is a joke. The merger is poison. "This marriage is worth nothing anymore.

Cedrick bent forward. The air in the room was too thick to breathe.

"Playing a dirty video is enough to turn the Wall Street tables, do you think so, Miss Wyatt?" he said in a mocking voice. “Garrison stock will tank tomorrow, yes — and I will use that panic to buy out the retail investors at rock bottom. You didn't cut me. You just made me richer.

He stood and she was in his shadow, his tall frame.

"And you? Cedrick went on. You are the sacrificial lamb that both families will use to take the public's anger.

Isidora’s heart sank. But she would not give up. “I have further evidence. “If they push me I’ll burn the Garrison name to the ground.”

Cedrick’s hand snapped out. His fingers dug into the back of her neck, drawing her face inches from his.

"Try it," he whispered, eyes black as tar. “But I promise you, before you strike the match I will crush you into dust.”

She felt his breath hot on her skin. The closeness sent a violent shiver down her spine, a terrifying echo of the nite before.

Then her phone buzzed in her hand.

Cedrick stared at the bag. He slowly let go of her neck and pointed to it. “Get it,” I said.

Isidora took out her phone. The caller ID read Arsenio Wyatt.

She swiped accept. “Wha.

“Get your ass down to Lenox Hill Hospital right now,” boomed Arsenio’s voice over the speaker. “You’re going to apologize to Kevin and Hyman.”

“Will not beg pardon!” snapped Isidora. He cheated. He made me feel ashamed.”

Arsenio gave a cold, venomous laugh. “Well. Don't apologize. But if you don’t show up in thirty minutes I’m digging up your mother’s grave.”

The words struck her like a bullet to the chest.

My blood ran cold. Her fingers were going numb around the phone.

“Don’t do that,” Isidora said, her voice breaking. “That money was bought with her trust. “You don’t have the right.”

"Your mother's final resting place is on land I control," said Arsenio. “Half an hour.

The line went dead.

Isidora went down on her knees. The air knocked from her lungs she fell back on the sofa. Years ago, when her mother died, Arsenio had taken care of all the arrangements for the funeral and burial, and had buried her in a private cemetery that he could hold over Isidora's head any time he chose. That was leverage enough for him.

Cedrick was perfectly still. He had heard it all. A flicker of cold understanding passed through his eyes—the despair, the blackmail. She wasn't some scheming gold digger trying to scratch her way into high society. She was a hostage, cornered, fighting for her mother’s last peace. He still thought of her as a second-rate pawn but her motive was survival, not greed.

"Well, your grand rebellion couldn't even last a phone call," Cedrick said coldly.

Isidora raised her eyes to his. Her eyes were red, but not with tears. Pure, unadulterated hatred burned in her eyes.

“You’re monsters,” she breathed.

Cedrick tugged on his cuffs. “Welcome to the real world, Miss Wyatt. “Monsters only eat the weak.”

He went across to the door and opened it and looked back at her. “Half an hour. I should hate to see your mother’s grave violated.”

He stepped outside.

Isidora closed her eyes, forcing the bile back down her throat. She pushed her ugly glasses up on her nose. She got up and walked toward the hospital.
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Isidora stepped off the elevator at Lenox Hill Hospital, the smell of bleach and rubbing alcohol filling her nose.

It was after midnight. The VIP ward, at the top of the building, was dead quiet.

She shuffled down the hall, her legs as heavy as lead.

She stood outside the door to Room 402. The door was open, and there was no sound of medical emergency from inside. But instead she heard soft, giggling giggling laughter.

Isadora flattened herself into the shadows of the hall and looked through the crack.

The woman who had supposedly fainted from trauma, Chantelle, sat up in the hospital bed eating imported green grapes. Kevin sat on the edge of the bed, holding her hand lightly.

"Don't worry baby," Kevin said low with a malice. “After the wedding and I inherit the Wyatt trust fund, I’m throwing that ugly freak back in the sewer where she belongs.”

Chantelle pulled a face. ‘But the video, everyone saw it. “You’re going to break up with me?”

Kevin snorted. My dad is already paying off the media to kill the trending topics. That mutant has to swallow this humiliation, as long as I refuse to break the engagement. She has no alternative.

Outside the door, Isidora’s stomach churned in a violent knot.

She did not kick the door open. She did not yell. She'd learned her lesson in the lounge. Raging without power was raging in vain.

She pulled out her phone, opened the voice-memo app, and hit record.

She stood, in the cold hallway for three full minutes, and heard every word they said.

She stored the file. A new weapon in the arsenal.

Footsteps sounded heavily from the end of the corridor, punctuated by the rhythmic tap of a cane against the linoleum.

Hyman Garrison marched down the hall, his face a mask of pure fury. Four massive bodyguards flanked him.

Isidora quickly put her phone away in her pocket. She let her shoulders slump, dropped her head and set her face to a mask of pure, pathetic terror.

She whispered, shaking her voice perfectly, “Uncle Hyman.”

Hyman stopped before her, looked down at her, as one might look at something unpleasant stuck to the bottom of a shoe.

“You don’t say anything about that video,” he threatened, his voice low and lowing. "If I find out you had anything to do with that hack, I'll bury you."

Isidora shook her head quickly, forcing her eyes to water. I didn’t.” I swear I don’t know anything about it. I came to see if Kevin was all right.”

Hyman frowned. “Right. Get in there. Say sorry to Kevin. Apologize to his visitor. “Know your place, or your father will dig up your mother’s grave tomorrow.”

Isidora chewed the inside of her cheek until she tasted copper.

She nodded her head.

Hyman kicked open the hospital door. The giggling ceased at once.

Kevin sat bolt upright, his face white. Hyman went over to his son and hit him in the face.

“Moron! “You humiliate me in front of the board and you go crazy over a whore!” Hyman bellowed. He turned and pointed at Isidora. “Get your ass in here. “Tell them you’re sorry”.

Kevin touched his reddening cheek and with one glare directed the full weight of his humiliation at her.

Isidora came into the room. Each step was like broken glass underfoot.

She was standing at the foot of the bed. Her eyes darted from Kevin to Chantelle. She leaned at the waist and dipped her head.

“Sorry, Kevin,” Isidora said, her voice utterly blank. “I am sorry to disturb Miss Chantelle’s rest.

The words tasted of ashes. Her dignity was quietly shattered on the hospital floor.

With a certain satisfaction Hyman looked over her broken posture.

‘Pack your bags,’ he said to them. “Tomorrow you are to move into the Long Island estate to get ready for the wedding. “My men will be watching your every move.”

Isidora remained bent. Her eyes were as cold as a morgue, behind the curtain of her hair.

The Long Island property.

Okay. She'd walk right into the belly of the beast.
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The black marble tombstone was struck by the freezing rain.

Cedrick was standing alone in the private graveyard of Garrison estate, a long black trench coat wrapped around him, letting the rain soak his hair. He looked at the name cut into the stone. Elena Garrison.

He knelt and put a single black iris, a rare flower, at the foot of the grave.

"I'm home, Mother," Cedrick whispered, his voice cold. “I will make the people who locked you in the dark bleed.”

He stood up and walked back to the main road.

A convoy of eight black Maybachs rolled through the massive iron gates of the Long Island estate, tires crushing the gravel like a military incursion. The estate staff stood on the front steps, terrified.

Cedrick stepped out of the first car. His Blackwater security team descended on the property immediately, physically removing Hyman’s loyal guards from the security room and tossing them off the property.

Cedrick walked into the grand foyer, looked over the historical portraits that lined the walls, and told his men to toss all of Hyman’s things out the master suite window. The takeover was complete. Now the estate was the tyrant's.

Gаlnоvеls.соm Pорulаr ѕtоrіеѕ. An hour later Cedrick walked alone to the glass greenhouse behind the main mansion.

It was the place where Hyman had locked him up as a kid. No food. No heat.

He shut his eyes. The memory came, unbidden—a little girl in a white dress, creeping to the glass window in the dead of nite. She smelled of flowers and pushed half a sandwich through the crack and saved his life.

She was the only light he'd ever known. And he was going to get her.

The scratch of plastic wheels on wet stone broke his concentration.

Cedrick blinked. He saw through the fogged glass a cheap yellow taxi waiting at the servants’ entrance. Isidora got out in the rain in a hideous brown rain coat and pulled a battered suitcase from the trunk.

The head butler descended the steps with undisguised contempt.

“Miss Wyatt. Master Kevin has ordered that you be put in the south wing. First Floor.

On the ground floor of the south wing was a dim, damp room usually reserved for the lowest ranking maids. It was Kevin’s small revenge.

Isidora did not argue. She nodded and began to pull her heavy suitcase across the wet cobblestones.

Cedrick watched her as she lay there, submissive, in the shadows of the greenhouse. His jaw flexed in silent annoyance.

A gust of wind blew over the courtyard.

It's that touch of iris again. Cedrick's heart pounded unnaturally and heavily against his ribs. The scent hit his brain and brought on an uninvited wave of calm, which felt violently wrong for his ruthless nature, a glitch in his iron-clad control. Why did this unremarkable, rain-soaked woman carry an air that demanded his attention?

He opened the door to the greenhouse and walked on the wet grass, watching Isidora's back. He needed to reassert his dominance, needed to crush whatever strange effect she was having on him.

Isidora heard the heavy footsteps and turned. She gasped, watching Cedrick march toward her. Her hand slipped and the suitcase fell on the wet stones. She’d let her eyes rest on the greenhouse a fraction of a second too long — long enough for her eyes to give away a flicker of something she couldn’t name.

Cedrick stopped right in front of her. He saw that momentary look in her thick glasses and the cakey foundation melting in the rain.

“Miss Wyatt,” he said, his voice strained. “What were you looking at that greenhouse for? 'Were you on this estate before today?'

Isidora’s blood ran cold. She’d been here before. She had pushed food through that very glass to a starving boy years before. But against the ruthless, terrifying billionaire standing in front of her – the man who had threatened to crush her into dust – every survival instinct she had screamed. She couldn't let this man see a single crack in her armor.

She looked at her muddy shoes and shook her head.

“No,” she said, her voice flat and calculatedly empty. “I was just checking out the architecture. “This is my first time on Long Island.”

Cedrick stared at her a long, agonizing moment, his dark eyes searching her rain-streaked face for a lie. The strange pull he'd felt was gone, replaced by a deep, freezing contempt. She was a dull submissive creature, after all. His mind was playing tricks on him.

"Of course," Cedrick sneered, voice thick with disgust. "People like you don't belong here."

He turned his back to her and walked away.

Isidora stood in the rain, exhaling slowly, her breath shaking. She survived the interrogation. But this was only the beginning of the real nightmare.
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The stifling air of the baroque dining room.

It was eight o'clock. The ten-meter oak table was set with antique silver and crystal, but no one dared reach for a fork.

Cedrick was seated at the head of the table in a tailored black suit, reclining in his chair with the lazy dangerous grace of a resting panther. He turned a silver steak-knife slowly between his long fingers.

His gray face was turned to his empty plate, and Hyman sat to his left.

Isidora sat at the far end of the table, head down, trying to sink into the dark wood of the chair.

The doors to the dining room burst open. Kevin swaggered in, a smug look on his face, the red scratches Chantelle had left on his neck, clearly visible. He walked to the chair next to Hyman, the traditional seat of the successor.

The chair was no longer there.

Kevin stopped and looked very confused. He glanced at Hyman. Hyman shut his eyes hard and looked away.

Cedrick stopped twirling the knife. His eyes slowly rose, and fixed where Kevin stood.

“Who told you you could come in here?” "Cedrick asked. “Stand up.”

He felt the flush of it coming to his face. “Uncle Cedrick, I -”

Thwack.

Cedrick plunged the silver blade of the knife into the priceless oak table. The sound cut through the air of the room like a whip.

“Last nite you created a PR disaster that knocked two billion dollars off the Garrison market cap this morning,” Cedrick said, his voice emotionless.

The elders at the table shivered in unison.

“You don’t know how to run a company, and you’ve proven that, so we do things my way now. He clicked his fingers.

Jarvis stepped out of the shadows with a legal document.

“Effective immediately,” Jarvis read, “Kevin Garrison is relieved of his title of Vise President. “All credit cards and trust accounts in his name in the family are frozen.”

Kevin’s mouth fell open. Panic gripped his face. “You can't do that! This is my father's company!

Cedrick laughed a dark, cruel laugh. “Your father’s business? “Ask him how many of his board members still take his calls.

Hyman bowed his head in silent humility. Kevin's legs gave way and he reeled backward.

“Furthermore,” Cedrick said, his eyes dropping to his nephew like a sword-blade, “you will pack your things and go to live in the servant’s quarters over the stables. You’ll stay there until you learn to keep your mouth shut.

Absolute silence. Nobody breathed. The golden boy had been just slaughtered in public.

Cedrick picked the knife off the table. His dark eyes moved slowly along the length of the room, until they rested on Isidora at the far end.

Isidora’s stomach clenched tight. Her turn.

Cedrick’s voice took on a terrifyingly smooth purr. “As for Miss Wyatt, as the victim of this unfortunate scandal, the family owes you compensation.”

Jarvis went to the end of the table and stood by Isidora. He placed a black velvet tray before her.

On it was a thick legal document and a black, vintage, leather jewelry box.

Isidora paused. Then she opened the box.

A huge emerald necklace, breathtakingly heavy even to look at, lay against the velvet.

“That’s a vintage Garrison heirloom,” Cedrick said, his eyes burning into hers. “Evidence of your binding contract with this family. Use it. “Show me that you comprehend that you are a managed asset under my absolute jurisdiction.

The socialites at the table squirmed. It was not an honor to give such a weighty, restrictive piece to this plain, disgraced girl, it was a public branding. It was Cedrick’s last insult to Hyman’s bloodline, a statement that their future daughter-in-law was nothing but property he could collar at will.

Isidora was not glad. She glanced at the paper.

It was a codicil to the prenup. If she had initiated the breakup, then she owed the family five hundred million dollars. But if she wore the necklace she took on Cedrick’s total protection – and his total surveillance.

It was a collar.

Her eyes traveled the length of the table and met Cedrick’s predatory stare. He was spinning his web round her, enticing her to run.

She lifted the heavy metal, cold as ice, and her fingers shook.

Isidora slowly clasped the emerald necklace around her throat, to the hateful glares of the whole family.

The clasp snapped shut. The trap was ready.
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Happily, the repressed dinner was over at last. It was as if a silent command had been given, and the family members ranged along the long table stood, with a palpable sense of relief.

Isidora sat, head bowed. The antique emerald necklace was a heavy, cold yoke about her throat, its facets catching the merciless light of the crystal chandeliers. She toyed with a loose thread on the linen tablecloth, deliberately hoping to wait until everyone had filed out before she was forced to rise and endure their hostile, probing stares.

But Cedrick didn't move from where he sat at the head of the table. He swirled the dregs of red wine in his glass, his sharp eyes on the deliberate curve of her bent back.

The butler came forward, his voice as smooth as polished silver. “Ladies and gentlemen, the dessert and coffee will be served in the drawing-room.”

The announcement ruined her plan. Isidora had to stand, her joints stiff. She dropped in behind the trailing procession and kept her eyes on the floor.

A long, elegant leg stretched out carelessly into her path as she passed the head of the table, perfectly timed to block her only way forward.

s𝗵i𝗻𝗲𝘀 𝗻ovels 𝘁r𝗮nsl𝗮t𝓮𝘅 𝗼t 𝗀a𝗹novels.𝗰𝗈m She was too slow to answer. Her knee rubbed against his hard calf through the fine wool of his suit trousers. A current of electricity went through her whole body.

She looked up in alarm, and fell directly into Cedrick's dark gaze, full of mocking, predatory amusement.

He leaned in, his voice a low rasp meant only for her. “Stay on your toes. Or would you prefer to crawl?”

Isidora bit her lip so hard she tasted blood. She withdrew with a quick step back from his magnetic heat. “I’m sorry,” she muttered and then turned and fled the dining hall as though the floor were on fire.

She hurried down a long corridor, thick Persian rugs covering the floor. She only wanted to find a washroom, to splash cold water on her face, to still the wild drumming in her chest. The hallway was dimly lit and the walls were lined with the Garrison family’s priceless antiques, each in its own glass case.

As she turned a corner a faint, sharp sound pierced the silence, the crisp click of a glass case being jimmied open.

She stopped. She instinctively slipped behind the cool marble of a great Roman column and peered cautiously around its edge.

Stella Garrison stood in the dim light cast by a wall sconce. Kevin’s spoiled younger sister crouched furtively before a glass case, the one with the legendary Russian Fabergé egg. She worked the brass lock with a practiced ease, using a modified hair pin. The cabinet door popped open with a soft click, her fingers closing around the priceless,jewel-encrusted egg.
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Isidora understood at once. The gambling debts in Monte Carlo, the rumors of desperation – the high-society princess had been stealing from her own family to sell on the black market.

Stella turned just as she was about to slip the egg into her Hermès bag. Her eyes met Isidora's.

The corridor was suddenly frozen in air. Stella's eyes widened in panic, her hand shaking violently. The Fabergé egg dropped from her hands.

Isidora lunged before she could even form a scream in her throat. She didn't think, she just reacted. One hand shot out to clamp onto Stella's wrist, the other cupped the base of her palm, stopping the egg an inch above the hard marble floor.

For a moment nothing but the sound of their ragged breaths was heard. And then Stella, having seen what had happened, tore her hand away. The first fear turned at once into rage.

“You!” she hissed and pointed a finger at Isidora’s face. “You ugly little freak. What are you doing spying on me? “You’re nothing but a pathetic creature, selling her dignity for a trust fund.”

Gone was the cowering girl from the dinner table. Isidora did not flinch. She stood her ground, a look of keenness in her eyes that had never been there before.

“Stealing from the family collection has serious consequences, Stella.” Isidora’s voice was chillingly calm.

"I'll say you did it!" “Spit,” Stella.

“And they’re going to believe you?” "I am," said Isadora, coolly. Or will they listen to the girl with millions of dollars in gambling debts? I wonder what the present head of this family will do when he finds out. Accounts will be frozen and then some. He will get you out of the house, for good.

Stella’s face went white as a sheet at the veiled allusion to the new head of the family. A naked fear, unmasked, flashed into her eyes.

𝖥𝗂𝗇𝖽 𝗇𝗈𝗏𝖾𝗅 𝖯𝖣𝖥𝗌 𝗈𝗇 𝗀𝖺𝗅𝗇𝗈𝗏𝖾𝗅𝗌.𝖼𝗈𝗆 Isidora reached over and took the Fabergé egg from Stella’s limp fingers. With swift economical movements she replaced it on its velvet pedestal, shut the glass door and clicked the lock. Then she washed her hands of it with quiet finality.

“Behave,” she said flatly, dismissively. "Don’t get into trouble."

Stella, who had never in her life been spoken to so by one whom she considered a nobody, began to tremble with a profound sense of humiliation.

There was a noise of approaching footsteps from the far end of the hall.

Stella knew she'd have to move on. She gave Isidora a look of pure hatred, a silent promise of pain to come, then turned on her heel, her stiletto heels clicking sharply against the marble, and stalked away, vowing to make the plain, unremarkable girl pay dearly for this nite.

Nite fell over Long Island and a thick sea fog wrapped around Garrison Manor. The air was thick and damp, and every breath was an effort. The mist cloaked the whole estate. Eerie
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