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      Thank you for always believing in me, supporting my passions, and helping me make all my dreams come true.
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            Chapter 1

          

          
            Damian

          

        

      

    

    
      I walk out of the upscale high-rise which houses one of the most exclusive restaurants in Chicago and slide into the back seat of the sleek black limo. It’s one of the many perks for being top security to the billionaires we protect.

      Evers, one of the team drivers, knows exactly where I’m going without me saying a word. Home, alone, just like every night; unless, of course, the mood strikes to let off a little steam at the local BDSM club, but that’s the last thing on my mind tonight.

      Evers is winding his way slowly through the brightly lit streets and congestion of Chicago when my cell dings with an incoming message. The beautiful young woman who I’ve been looking for, have had numerous members of our intel team working round the clock to find, is staring at me through the screen with a wide set of brilliantly colored green eyes.

      Bryanna Foster, Jenny Torzial’s niece. The one who’s been an enigma, the one I’ve been assigned to find by Brian Carrington, one of the richest men in the world and Jenny’s extremely protective boyfriend. The niece that is now sitting on the lap of a man old enough to be her goddamn father, sliding around his groin as he places money in her skimpy little showgirl top, which looks like any minute it’s going to slip right the fuck off.

      After the picture arrives, the security team sends an address. Un-fucking-believable! She’s still in the city, but the address of the bar this picture was taken from is at least an hour or so away with traffic. I give Evers the location, and he quickly flips directions at the next intersection, and we begin making our way to the other side of Chicago.

      When Bryanna first went missing, almost three weeks ago to the day, Brian asked me to find her, and every single lead we got came up empty. Jenny described her niece as smart, shy, and a hard worker. She was in her last year of college, living in Jenny’s rental house close to the university campus, when she disappeared.

      I was beginning to think we were never going to find her, and here she is, right under our damn noses. I shake my head, glancing at the picture on my phone. She definitely doesn’t look like the innocent I thought she was; that’s for goddamn sure. I’m relieved we found her, but a part of me is irritated that I spent so much emotional energy worrying about her when she doesn’t look like she has a fucking care in the world.

      Intel sends message after message, and ten minutes later I have an entire photo album filled with images of this little seductress. The one I’m apparently supposed to save from herself. In one of the next pictures, Bryanna is sitting on a different man’s lap. I let my gaze travel down the length of her unclothed spine, taking in the lacy material of her thong-decorated ass cheeks, unable to help admiring her sleek fitness and form.

      I haven’t been able to get this woman off my mind for weeks, and the next picture they send leaves me absolutely riveted. Bryanna’s dark brown shoulder-length hair is wispy and swirls around her. Her long bangs frame her heart-shaped face, showing off those incredibly large doll-like green eyes, the very ones that seem to burn right through the camera and straight into my own, making it almost impossible to look away.

      When we reach the club, I tell Evers to wait for me in the car. I should have followed protocol and called for back-up, but I don’t want anyone else to see Jenny’s half-naked niece in this sordid little club. I’m also fairly certain that Brian’s not going to want any of this leaking to the public.

      I walk up to the small building and stop at the door to pay, waiting for the man to ask me for a form of identification, but that never comes. Clearly it doesn’t matter how old you are as long as you pay the fucking cover. I peel off a ten, hand it to the burly dude at the door, and he marks my hand with some cheap-ass stamp, allowing me to enter the seedy little joint.

      I scan the relatively small and dimly lit bar for Bryanna. A tall blonde is on a semi-circular stage, dressed only in a lacy white g-string, and the men around the bar are hooting and hollering, encouraging her to take it all off, but the woman I’m looking for is absolutely nowhere to be seen.

      I slowly head for the back, checking nonchalantly to make sure I’m not being observed, before slipping through the door, down a small hallway, and toward the sound of women’s laughter. I turn the corner, and the door’s wide open. It’s immediately clear I’ve unintentionally entered the establishment’s high-end dressing room, with one mirror, a little sink, a few metal lockers hung on the dirty yellowing walls, and a line of ladies in various states of dress.

      A tall brunette dressed in a pair of red lace panties with matching pasties plastered to her breasts and red spike heels bats her stark-black fake eyelashes at me as I survey the room. “Well, well, handsome. Did you come for a private show?”

      “I’m looking for a friend.”

      “You need to get out of here before someone comes back here and finds you.”

      “I’m not leaving without the lady,” I say, walking toward the half-naked broad. As I get closer and the light shines down on her face, it would take a blind man not to notice the fading bruises just underneath her eye and the caked-on makeup she wears, intending to cover it up.

      She physically cringes as I get close, so I step back, not wanting to frighten her further. “I’m not here to cause trouble, just looking for the girl.”

      “Mister, you better leave now, or all hell’s going to break loose for you and for us. Get the fuck out! Our lives are tough enough,” the brunette says, and all the ladies nod in agreement.

      I’m empathetic to their situation, but I came for a reason, and I haven’t found her yet. I approach the ladies with gentle ease, slowly showing them the picture on my phone. “Anyone know her? If so, I’ll make it worth your while.”

      “How much you talking, papi?” a beautiful woman with dark, wavy, lush hair, wearing only a pair of red spike high heels and the same color smile asks.

      I don’t get a chance to tell her before the blonde next to her elbows the woman in the arm. “You take that money, and we’re all going to pay for it, Layla.” The blonde woman glares at me through bloodshot eyes. “Get the fuck out!” she says.

      I pull out a roll of bills and start counting them off—one hundred, two hundred, three hundred, four hundred. When I reach five, the one they call Layla steps forward. “They’re right. Get out! We can’t have any trouble!” she says, glancing fleetingly upward.

      I follow her gaze, but just briefly. The sons of bitches have a camera on the girls, and I can’t tell if Layla is looking to them for help or trying to warn me that they exist. “I’ll go. I just thought someone might have seen her. Clearly I’ve come to the wrong place,” I say, deciding to slip out before someone comes to physically remove me.

      I steal down the hall and have just ducked behind a closed door midway when a barrage of boots passes me, making their way toward the dressing room.

      This is turning out to be more than a crappy night. I slip back down another hall and make my way out the side door of the establishment, walking a good half mile before sending a text to Evers with my location and instructions to pick me up. He pulls into a little area partly secluded by hedges, and I jump into the back seat after checking to make sure there are no signs of anyone trailing me.

      “Let me see if I can get another car and do a little recon,” I say to Evers, who just nods. I text Keith, one of our security team who is always in the city when not helping to protect Jenny and Brian, to see if he can get a Q car sent to our destination as quick as possible.

      He responds, letting us know he has a friend a few blocks away with an average looking car that was just completely overhauled and modified with an amazing engine and lots of power under the hood.

      I then text Matt, who protects Jenny much of the time, to tell him we have a lead on her niece. He responds, offering his help since he and Marenah are still in the city and staying at his hotel, but I’m good for now, and let him know that I’ll call if help is needed and to go have fun with his fiancée.

      
        
          
            
              
        Roger that!

      

      

      

      

      

      I smile, happy my friend has found someone he cares about.

      I’m skimming intel messages when a dark blue Honda drives up and brakes hard in front of us. The right rear bumper is caved in, but the lights work great, and it’s exactly the kind of vehicle that will blend in wherever we need to go on this side of town. “Stay here and keep the lines open. I’ll let you know if I need backup, or anything else,” I say to Evers, who just grunts as I hop out of the stretch.

      The young friend of Keith’s walks up to me and hands me a set of keys. “I’m Garrett. Keith said you’d be in a hurry. I can stay here until you get back,” he says.

      I open the limo door for Garrett to jump in. “Hang out with Evers until I return. I’m sure the two of you will have fun,” I say, winning me a glare from one of the grumpiest drivers I’ve ever had the personal experience to know.

      I head to Keith’s car and veer toward my destination. When I’m near the little dive bar, I turn off my headlights and inch my way forward, guided only by distant illumination cast over an otherwise pitch-black lot. I park in the back, facing the entrance so I can watch who comes and goes. It’s almost three hours later, after the majority of patrons have left, that a few of the lights go off in the back of the bar.

      A couple women come out with men who escort them to different vehicles. A few I recognize from the bar, and they’re surrounded by shady looking fuckers who put them into the back seat of an old beat-up Cadillac, but none of them are who I’m looking for.

      Layla, the dark-haired beauty who was more than willing to take my money, doesn’t come out until all the lights go off, and when she does, it’s with the arm of a tall bald guy wrapped around her. He walks her to a vehicle and roughly draws her in for a kiss while grabbing a handful of ass.

      I picture her turning around and slugging the slime bag, but she doesn’t do anything of the kind, just accepts his handling of her until he walks away and gets into the silver Porsche parked in the farthest corner of the lot.

      By the looks of that car, I might have just found the ringleader and his main squeeze. Maybe I can convince Layla to tell me where Bryanna is and sell this guy’s no-good ass down the river at the same time.

      I text Evers with the description of Layla’s blue souped-up Camaro and tell him to follow her once she hits the main road. I wait a decent amount of time before heading out of the parking lot and onto one of the side streets. It takes all of five minutes before he texts me with their coordinates. He turns off to avoid getting noticed, and I take his place.

      I pull up near Layla’s apartment building and slide into a parking lot across the way, observing as she climbs the steps of a building with six units, three on each floor, and enters the one on the end. I’ve seen a lot of dumps in my day, but this complex looks like it may just collapse at any moment. I check my Glock and make my way to her apartment, listening closely at the door before trying the knob. It’s not locked. I open the door as quietly as I can, taking in the little box television from the nineties sitting on top of an overturned cardboard box, and a faded plaid couch across the room.

      It takes less than six steps to make my way across the minimal living space and to the door that must be the bathroom. I knock, intending to wait for her to come out, but instead she tells me to come in.

      I turn the knob slowly and walk through the door, fully expecting to surprise Layla; instead, the wispy-haired brunette with deep green eyes that I’ve been searching for is leaning against the back of the tub, concealed by white bubbles except for the very pink tips of her breasts, which are floating seductively along the surface.

      Bryanna lowers herself in the water. “Who are you? What do you want?”

      “My name’s Damian. I’m here to take you home. Your mother, your aunt, and your entire family are worried that something terrible has happened to you.”

      She gazes up at me with those round doll-like green eyes, and then sticks her pink colored toenails out of the bubbles, placing them on the ledge, while taking me in from head to foot. “I don’t have a family; unless, of course, you wanna be my daddy,” she says, licking the bottom of her lip.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 2

          

          
            Bryanna

          

        

      

    

    
      When the tall dark-haired man in a black suit and crisp white shirt walks into the bathroom unannounced, I know he has to be the same one that Layla told me was fishing for information about me at the club. Play it cool, just play it cool, I chant silently, lowering myself in the water, suddenly extremely aware the tops of my breasts are floating on the bubbles that surround me. When I tell him I have no family, unless he wants to be my daddy, he raises his eyebrows at me, but doesn’t leave as I expected he would. Instead, he places his hand on the door frame, making his six-foot-two-inch stature even larger and more intimidating.

      “Interesting, I have a picture that looks exactly like you, from your aunt taken less than a few weeks ago,” he says, casting those deep blue eyes at me, seemingly in no hurry for me to acknowledge his comment.

      I shrug, twirling my toe around the faucet, and his eyes track my movement. “I haven’t the foggiest, but I do know that you need to leave before my boyfriend comes home. He’s incredibly large and extremely jealous,” I say, gesturing to the doorway he’s blocking with his tall, muscular frame.

      His squared jaw locks and eyes narrow. “What would you like me to tell your aunt? Perhaps that you’ve decided to ditch your family, leave college and a nice home to live in this shithole and grind on old men for a measly couple of bucks?”

      I’ve become accustomed to hearing such callousness in the last few weeks, but his words cut deep. Hell if I’ll let him know that, though. I gesture toward the door with a nod of my head. “You’ve overstayed your welcome. Get out.”

      He doesn’t move, instead starts to say something, but Layla sidles up right behind him, and I hear the unmistakable click of her switchblade. “She told you to leave, papi. My boyfriend’s going to be home in a few minutes, and if he finds you here, you’re not going to live to tell about your little visit,” she says.

      I smile because as much shit as I’ve been through the last few weeks, Layla has become my best friend, my most staunch supporter, and always seems to have my back. She is a ball of fire when someone pisses her off, and she knows how to handle herself in a world that forces her to do just that. She is passionate about what she cares about and has been a godsend to me, even letting me stay with her, although the big boss who treats her like his own wasn’t exactly thrilled about it.

      “I’m not going to ask you again, papi.”

      “The name’s Damian, and I’m leaving,” the man says without so much as another word to me.

      He turns, and Layla steps aside to let him head into the living room, hot on his trail to make sure he does exactly that. I hear them talking, and then after a short while, the door slams and the dead bolt slides into place.

      When Layla returns, I act like this sort of thing happens every day, scolding her for not using the lock when she came home, but she’s hardly interested. She’s standing in the bathroom doorway, counting hundred-dollar bills. “You know that guy, because he’s sure as hell not going away anytime soon; you know this, right, mami?” Layla says, pursing her plump red lips together.

      “I can’t control what other people do,” I say, shrugging indifferently and sinking into the now tepid water to soak up the last bit of luxury I can provide myself with these days.

      “Listen to me, Lacey girl, you’re not like the rest of us. I told you; they have men coming to the States for the masquerade ball on Friday night. If they think you’re hot, you won’t have a chance in hell of escaping after that. I don’t know a lot of the details, but you don’t have much more time to make a run for it, mami. It’s now or never,” Layla says.

      “It’s never; I’ll do whatever the men want. You and I aren’t so different. Money talks, right?” I ask, smiling as wide as I can, anything to stop her line of questioning. I’ve done everything my captors have asked, haven’t caused a bit of trouble, obeyed every order, but Layla isn’t fooled by my act.

      “Your fake smile doesn’t do it for me, mami. I know better, si? I don’t know why, but I know better. Now, quit hogging all the hot water and get your ass out of here. It’s already almost 3 a.m. I got off with a headache tonight, but R.J.’s gonna be horny in the morning,” Layla says, pulling her shirt over her head, unclasping her bra, and leaving me no choice but to give up the tub. I reluctantly pull the plug, get out, and reach for a towel as she slides out of the little skirt she’s wearing and steps into the bath, pulling the shower curtain closed and turning the water on.

      I head into her bedroom, which is the only one in the apartment. I pull on a pair of panties and nightshirt from a drawer she’s given me to use, head to the living room couch. I pull down the blanket that’s lying over the top and snuggle into it, and for the first time since my captors took me, I allow the tears to fall and cry myself to sleep.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 3

          

          
            Damian

          

        

      

    

    
      The tip of the blade is pushed against my flesh. “I’m leaving.” I know instinctively it’s Layla, the dark-haired woman with flashy red lips who I followed home, and the same badass who is now wielding a knife to the middle of my back. I turn slowly, and she backs up, allowing me to walk past her and into the living room. I throw my business card on the couch, along with ten hundred -dollar bills. “I’ll triple that if you meet me alone at the park a few blocks from your work tomorrow.”

      “No deal. Leave the money and get out of here before someone sees you,” Layla says, and her dark eyes dart toward the window and out into the darkness.

      “Tomorrow, noon, come alone or bring the girl, but either way, we should talk. I’m trying to protect that girl,” I say to distract her, watching her contemplate while I drop a small microchip from my suit coat onto the seventies-style shag carpeting, before making my way out the door.

      “Perhaps, papi,” Layla says.

      I make my way out of the parking lot and back to where Evers is parked. I leave the Honda running and jump into the back seat with Garrett. He opens the door and is just about to get out, but I press five hundred-dollar bills into his hand. “Thanks for the loan of the car on such short notice.”

      “No problem. You have any more work?”

      He seems like a nice guy just trying to make a few bucks, and he’s a friend of Keith’s. “Listen, I don’t have anything for you right now, but give me your number. I’ll call if something comes up. Oh, and the car’s pulling a little to the right. You might want to get that taken care of first thing in the morning in case we need it again,” I say, pressing another thousand dollars into his hands.

      He doesn’t even look at the amount of the money, just tells me his number while I put it in my phone, and then he heads toward his car. Evers pulls the limo back onto the road and is grumpier than normal. “That guy was ear-fucking me the whole goddamn time you were gone,” he grumbles.

      I have to suppress a chuckle because if Garrett said more than two words to Evers, that would constitute ear-fucking. If he’s already grumpy now, things are sure to get interesting. “Evers, my friend, it’s going to be a long-ass night.”

      “Come again, I thought we were done?” Evers says, and I text Keith to let him know that I’m going to need him or someone to back me up at noon tomorrow. I give him the address to the city park and tell him to remind Garrett to get that car of his fixed in case we need a few more men and a beat-up looking car in the near future.

      “We’re not done by a long shot,” I say to Evers.

      He glares at me in the rearview mirror but doesn’t say a word.

      I already know Layla will show up tomorrow. I thought at first she was going to sell Bryanna out at the club for a little cash, but something’s not adding up. She’s the boss’s girl. She knew those cameras were on, where they were located, and knew exactly where to stand to ensure I wasn’t captured on camera. I also know that when she had that knife to my back, she wasn’t messing around, and she was prepared to protect her friend.

      “I’m gonna stake out the apartment tonight, and until the others arrive you can be my backup,” I say to Evers.

      He doesn’t say no, so I take that as a yes and pull out a bag equipped with everything I’ll need from the side compartment of the limo. I shrug out of my jacket, unzip my pants and shift out of them before toeing off my shoes and pulling off my dress socks.

      “You need a little strip tease music back there, Dame,” Evers says, scowling at me in the rearview mirror.

      Damn. Does that guy ever smile? If so, I seriously don’t think I’ve ever seen it. “Not unless it turns you on,” I say, earning me a growl as I shrug out of my white dress shirt, don the black t-shirt, a long-sleeve black shirt to go over it, and slide into my black camos. I bend to pull on some warm socks and lace my boots, take a quick inventory of my equipment, holster my weapons, pull out a small backpack, and then send a message to my backup.

      “Stay here until Keith arrives. If anything goes sideways before he arrives, get word to Matt. He’s still in the city,” I say.

      “Roger that,” Evers says.

      I push out of the limo and make my way back to the apartment complex. The lights are still on, and no new cars have parked in the lot. I head toward a secluded row of bushes adjacent to the complex, get my binoculars out, and settle in for the night before sending a text to Matt.

      
        
          
            
              
        Found Bryanna. She’s alive and seems okay. Will know more tomorrow.

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Roger that. Let me know if you need help.

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Keith and I could use some backup at noon tomorrow.

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        I’m there. Whatever you need.

      

      

      

      

      

      I text him with the park address and a list of things I’ll need, open up the backpack and pull out a sheet of plastic, and lay it on the ground, along with a thin, rolled up sleeping blanket. Then I prepare to make myself as comfortable as possible and prepare for a long night, because I’m not taking my eyes or ears off Bryanna. The way she looked at me with those wide-set deep green eyes, lying right to my face while she was choking back her tears. This young lady is in some serious shit, and I intend to find out exactly what it is very soon.

      The light in the bathroom goes out, and then I see a shadow of Bryanna in the living room, tossing a long blanket on what can only be the couch, and shortly after that, the entire apartment is cloaked in darkness. I put my headphones on and engage the microchip app on my phone. I’ve just gotten settled in when her soft crying begins, and it goes on for over an hour. Even after it stops, I can’t shut the sound of it out of my mind. My jaw is clenched tight with the need to make whoever has hurt this lady pay dearly for that deed, and it takes almost two full hours of listening to her breathe before I know she’s finally fallen asleep.

      I imagine those wide, round deep green eyes looking at me as I listen to her, and my cock grows long and hard. Fuck, fantasizing about someone I’m protecting is something I don’t do, shouldn’t be doing, especially since she’s Jenny’s niece. Bryanna’s young, six years my junior, perhaps not so bad in today’s world, I guess, but still young. I try to shake the vision of her breasts bobbing amid the tub full of bubbles. Fuck, that was hot, and I’ll probably never get that vision out of my head, and I hope to god I never do.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      It hasn’t even been four hours and the sun is barely up, just 7 a.m. by my watch. I observe Layla coming out of the apartment and heading down to the sporty little 1980s Camaro she drove home last night. It may be vintage, but that dark blue-and-white-striped little baby’s got power, and Layla knows just how to handle it. She gives it a little gas, and it purrs as she peels out of the parking lot, and I send a message to Keith, who’s a couple streets away, to get on her tail and stay there.

      
        
          
            
              
        Roger that.

      

      

      

      

      

      I smile. Keith was a great addition to the team. He doesn’t like to leave Chicago now that he has a wife and an infant and another baby on the way, but there’s more than enough work in the city, and he’s proven himself highly valuable, time and time again. Jay and Matt have both found partners too. Brian Carrington and Chase Prestian, two of the wealthiest men in the world and biggest players around the globe, have each found someone special and settled down. I used to envision that for myself, but as my dad used to say, you have to live with the hand you’re dealt, and long-term romances just aren’t in my cards. It’s a good reminder to make a trip to the club, blow off a little steam, and get my mind off this hot little green-eyed assignment.

      It’s another twenty minutes before Keith texts me with the address he’s followed Layla to. I send it to intel to get an official confirmation of the occupant, but I already know exactly who it’s going to be. The same sleazeball who owns that seedy little club, the one who had his hands all over Layla, and who more than likely has something to do with Bryanna’s current situation.

      I hear crackling in the brush and roll onto my stomach, my Glock at the ready. I recognize the shoes immediately and relax, smirking up at the man staring down at me. “Little touchy there, Dame? Thought you could use a break. How’s Bryanna?” Matt asks.

      “She’s alive, but not so good emotionally. She’s using a different name and denied that she was the person we’re looking for. Looked right in my eye and lied and then cried herself to sleep. I haven’t seen anything to confirm she’s being held against her will, but you and I both know how these places work. Her friend Layla seems to be the best way to find out. She’s the one I gave the cash to, the one I need to meet with, and the reason I asked you to bring more money,” I say.

      “Yep, I figured you’d want this before the meetup,” Matt says, handing me a roll of bills.

      I glance at them and then back up to him. “This is a lot more than I asked for, or even than protocol allows for petty cash.”

      “Brian wants Jenny’s niece back, and he’s willing to pay whatever it takes to get the job done.” He crouches next to me. “I talked to Dereck, and he said if we want to hang out and make sure we have eyes on Bryanna, he will meet with Layla. Keith said he planned on rounding up a couple of the guys to run backup. It’s up to you, but you look like shit. You’ve been killing yourself for weeks looking for this lady. I can’t imagine you want to let her out of your sight now.”

      “Yeah, that would be great. Would you mind messaging Dereck and letting him know that sounds good to me. At first I thought Layla was going to turn Bryanna over to me for a few hundred bucks, but she was protecting her. She knew exactly where those cameras were placed in the room. Layla’s sleeping with the boss, so she may be privy to information that will help us figure out how this operation works. She didn’t agree to meet me, but I think she’ll come if it means helping Bryanna.”

      “Roger that. I’ll get the information over to the guys, and you get some sleep. I don’t mind taking point for a little while,” Matt says.

      “I’ll take you up on that too,” I say, stretching out. As tired as I am, my mind is unable to shut down and keeps running over image after image of Bryanna until I finally drift to sleep, and the little seductress follows me into my dreams.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 4

          

          
            Bryanna

          

        

      

    

    
      The morning sun is shining in through the cheap bent blinds. I walk the few steps from the couch to the kitchen, throw a filter and grounds into the coffee maker, and sling myself onto the barstool to scroll through last week’s newspaper while I wait for my caffeine to brew.

      The old flip phone which is never to leave my side vibrates on the counter. My captors only message me when they want me to do something, and then I do it without question. That’s how this operation works. I pour a cup of coffee before the pot is half-finished, take a sip, and read the message.

      
        
          
            
              
        You’re off the clock today and tomorrow to get ready for the masquerade ball on Friday. Will send instructions later.

      

      

      

      

      

      I read it again, and slowly digest the message and what it really means. I don’t respond, because they never anticipate receiving, nor do they want a response. They expect you will do exactly as you’ve been told if you want to see your loved ones again. The choices are clear: you have none, except to do precisely as they instruct. I didn’t really think at some point this nightmare would just suddenly disappear, or that they would give me back my life, or that somehow I would be spared, but Friday is only two days away, and the reality of what that means, especially after Layla’s warning, is really starting to sink in.

      Layla’s Camaro woke me up. She must be on her way to R.J.’s, which means her bed is now available. I have the day off, so my caffeine fix is quickly forgotten in exchange for a few more hours of sleep. Her bed is mussed, the covers and sheets in disarray, but it still looks more inviting than the couch. I stretch out, enjoying the luxury because once Friday arrives, I may never see the comforts of a bed, Layla, this apartment, or anyone who means anything to me again.

      I pull Layla’s pillow to me, soaking in a little comfort, wishing it was all a bad dream, but it is a reality, my own personal nightmare, and no one can save me, not even the man who thinks he can. My mind drifts to the tall handsome stranger who found me last night, Damian. I know exactly who he works for, and as long as that man is anywhere near me, my life is going to be a hell of a lot harder. I’ve heard about Brian’s entire security team from my aunt and mother. They have a reputation for never giving up and always getting their man, but I don’t believe in fairytales, or that Prince Charming will just come waltzing in and save the day.

      I wake a few hours later feeling more refreshed and get ready for the day, applying the makeup I’ve been required to wear since taken: foundation to create an alluring and perfect complexion, blush to highlight my cheekbones, eyebrow pencil to accentuate the dramatic brows they created the last time they waxed me, and a fine eyeliner that doesn’t smudge under the heaviest of lights for long hours of wear. I remember every single thing they’ve instructed me to do and finalize the look with a bright red lip liner, filling it in with the lipstick they’ve given me. I take a long look in the cheap glass mirror affixed to the backside of the door, and the face staring back at me looks so much older than it should. Twenty-two-years-old, no sexual experience to speak of, yet I’m supposed to be turning on men more than twice my age in clubs and venues all over the city.

      I clean up the apartment and am just getting ready to fix lunch when the flip phone buzzes with another message.

      
        
          
            
              
        Bee’s Massage at 3 pm this aft. Driver will pick you up. Don’t be late.

      

      

      

      

      

      I crinkle my nose, because it’s a humiliating experience to get your lady bits waxed, even if it does make you look perfect in the skimpiest of costumes. I pour another cup of coffee and put a bagel from the bakery down the street into the toaster. It may be days and days old, but with a little bit of heat and crisping, it will taste as good as new.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      The clock strikes two-thirty in
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