
  
    
      
    
  


  The Determining


  



  



  



  
    Rebecca Grous

  


  


  Copyright © 2014 by Rebecca Grous


  


  All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, distributed or transmitted in any form or by any means, including photocopying, recording, or other electronic or mechanical methods, without the prior written permission of the publisher, except in the case of brief quotations embodied in critical reviews and certain other noncommercial uses permitted by copyright law. For permission requests, write to the publisher, address “Attention: Permissions Coordinator,” at the address below.


  


  Rebecca Grous


  2874 Duane Plaza Apt J


  Bellevue, NE 68123


  


  Publisher’s Note: This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents are the product of the author’s imagination. Locales and public names are sometimes used for atmospheric purposes. Any resemblance to actual people, living or dead, or to businesses, companies, events, institutions, or locales is completely coincidental.


  


  Cover designed by Scarlett Rugers Design www.scarlettrugers.com


  Formatting by Polgarus Studio www.polgarusstudio.com


  


  The Determining/ Rebecca Grous. – 1st ed.


  For Printed copies ISBN 10: 1500704490 13: 978-1500704490


  
    

    

    

    To Mom and Dad.

  


  
    Without their constant encouragement, patience, and love, this book wouldn’t exist! I love you both big!

  


  Chapter One


  Charlotte eyed Harland Prep’s institutional grey exterior, nerves making her stomach roll. She pushed up the right sleeve of her designer dress jacket, revealing the creamy skin of her wrist. Her fingers traced over the small section of raised skin, outlining the microchip beneath. The bump wasn’t any larger than a square inch. That’s what life balanced on. A single square inch and the Determining.


  Charlie sighed, pulling her sleeve back down. In the humidity, the fabric of her dress suit clung to her sticky skin. The moisture in the air and the dark sky overhead warned of the coming storm. Any minute, she knew, the heavens would open and release their pent up stores of water. Though her appearance didn’t make a difference for the Determining, she knew that showing up soaking wet would garner disapproving looks. And if her mother found out, she’d never hear the end of it.


  Resigned to the inevitability of the meeting, she ascended the school’s stone steps. She pulled one of the twin glass doors open and stepped into the air-conditioned lobby. The heavy, outside air seemed to follow her as she made her way to the main office. Her heels clacked against the marble floor, mirroring her erratic heartbeat with every quick, uneasy step. She tugged at her clothes as discreetly as possible. In her mind, she cursed her mother for insisting she dress up. Rather than giving her confidence, the uncomfortable ensemble made her self-conscious. Charlie took a deep breath then opened the office door.


  The secretary, Mrs. Holbrook, looked up from her computer, smiling. “Good morning, Miss Grey. Have a seat. I’ll let the headmistress know you’ve arrived.”


  Charlie thanked her, her breath hitching. She watched as the older woman retreated down a short hallway to the headmistress’s office. She couldn’t keep her thoughts from wandering to Mrs. Holbrook’s own Determining. Had she always wanted to be a secretary, or had she longed to do something else with her life? Could the smile she flashed be false, or did she look on her life with happiness and contentment? These questions, and all the others that had bothered her for the last few months, seemed close to boiling over. Her fingers tapped a nervous rhythm against her leg as she waited.


  As the seconds ticked by, the anticipation made her stomach churn. She would be sick. Right here in the office, all over the freshly waxed wooden floor. Before her breakfast could reappear, Mrs. Holbrook returned with the headmistress. Although she didn’t stand much taller than five feet, Mrs. Taylor possessed an unnerving air. Her serious expression, made more severe by her tight knot of greying hair, did nothing to alleviate the anxiety bubbling in Charlie.


  Mrs. Taylor smiled, which looked a few wrinkles shy of a grimace, and extended her hand. “Are you ready, Miss Grey?”


  Charlie took the woman’s weathered hand, giving it a firm shake. “Yes.” Her voice resonated strength, despite her mounting nausea. She swallowed the bile caught in her throat, meeting the woman’s eyes.


  “Can I get you anything before we begin?”


  Charlie didn’t know how much longer she could wait. She shook her head, declining the offer. With a silent nod, Mrs. Taylor led her down the hallway.


  An ornate mahogany desk dominated the elegant room. Behind the desk stood a wall made entirely of glass that provided the headmistress a perfect vantage point from which to watch the students in the courtyard below. Bookshelves housing hundreds of rare tomes and priceless sculptures covered the remaining walls. The first time she’d been to the headmistress’s office she’d been impressed with its grandeur. Now she looked past all the excess to the small silver device sitting on the desk. Its presence sent her heart galloping. As she approached, its mechanical hum filled her ears.


  Keeping an eye on the offending scanner, Charlie lowered herself into the plush chair across from Mrs. Taylor. She longed to cross her arms over her chest, to shield herself. But her mother’s voice sounded in her head, keeping her from giving in to the desire. You’re a Grey and a Grey never shows weakness. Escaping her mother’s criticism was nearly impossible. Though it pained her, Charlie settled for discreetly slipping her hands beneath her legs.


  Mrs. Taylor sat straight, as if someone had tied her to a board. “I’m sure you already know today’s procedure.” The headmistress eyed Charlie, waiting for confirmation before continuing. Charlie nodded. “Good. As you know, the chip implanted in your arm at birth has kept a running record on you. Everything from your grades to the food you eat is monitored in order to give us the most accurate picture of who you are. This information will be analyzed and used to direct you to the most appropriate path for your life.


  “After your chip is scanned, you’ll receive an official document indicating the next steps to take. Once this decision is made, it cannot be undone. This is a binding contract.” She paused, her fierce expression softening for a moment. “Do you understand?”


  “Yes,” Charlie croaked.


  The headmistress nodded toward the small silver box teetering precariously close to the edge of the desk. “Place your wrist under the scanner.”


  Again Charlie noted the scanner’s almost imperceptible hum as it waited to read the chip implanted just under her skin. It seemed absurd that this tiny, unimpressive device would change her entire life.


  With a tentative look in the headmistress’s direction, Charlie placed her wrist below the scanner. Nothing happened. Time seemed to slow, taking each agonizing second to torture her, prolonging her anxiety. The scanner’s hum crescendoed to a whirr. The sound sent shivers racing across her skin. The red light flashed three times before projecting itself onto her wrist. Her heart stuttered and she had to force herself to remain still. In the split second it took to scan the chip, her mind traveled back to her graduation’s commencement speech.


  The woman addressing Charlie and her fellow graduates appeared content, even happy. Her skin glowed under the stage lights as she spoke of her own experience with the Determining; how nervous and even apprehensive she felt until the moment the chip “freed her from worry.”


  “I always wanted to follow in my grandmother’s footsteps and pursue a career on the stage. As a child, watching her perform gave me such a rush that I couldn’t imagine anything more exhilarating or exciting for my own life. But, of course, the chip knew the perfect plan for me.” She smiled down at her wrist affectionately before going on. “It set me on a different path than the one I anticipated, but I am grateful every day for the guidance I received. Thanks to my chip, I’m now head secretary for the CEO of a major manufacturing company here in the city. I couldn’t have dreamed up the life the Determining chose for me, and I’ve relished every moment of the journey.”


  The speaker directed her eyes on the back of the room. For a moment her expression seemed painted on, then her easy demeanor was back though her eyes remained fixed. “You may think that the future you’ve imagined is the only road that leads to your happiness. But, I urge you to remember that through this system, there are no mistakes. The life you’ve envisioned for yourself is a shadow of the life awaiting you after the Determining. Although you may not understand the future laid out before you, rest assured that the chip knows you better than you know yourself.”


  Thunderous applause followed the speech. Despite the overwhelming approval the commencement garnered, Charlie couldn’t help but feel skeptical. The chip could monitor everything from blood pressure to bank accounts. But what about human emotions and thoughts? The program couldn’t account for them. Did that make them moot?


  The scanner emitted a high-pitched beep, pulling Charlie out of her memories. Looking down, she watched the red light fade to a dim glow. The whirr decrescendoed until the device only emitted a faint hum. This was it. The moment life as she knew it would end, replaced by a future tailored-made for her.


  Mrs. Taylor retrieved a small tablet from a port on her desk. “Congratulations, Miss Grey.” Her expression remained impassive and her tone clinical.


  Charlie didn’t hesitate to reach for the offered device. She did, however, pause to take another calming breath before looking down and reading the words displayed before her. She skipped past the contractual garble to the crux of the document, the results of her Dermining.


  University: University of Kansas


  Major: Business


  Minor: Economics


  All the nerves she’d felt moments before drained away, leaving her empty. Almost like her consciousness hovered outside her body. This can’t be right. She’d always known that her father’s life, his business, was the exact opposite of everything she had worked for, everything she ever wanted.


  Mrs. Taylor interrupted her thoughts. “If you would sign at the bottom.” She indicated to the tablet.


  Numbly, Charlie scrolled down to the bottom, reading the words above the space intended for her signature.


  In accordance with the law of the Confederation of America I, Charlotte Anna Grey, do swear to abide by the decision made by my chip during the Determining. I recognize this as a binding contract and do hereby pledge to submit to the path the Determining has chosen for me.


  “I will send copies of the file to you and the University. If you would just sign,” Mrs. Taylor urged. She clearly had better things to do than wait for Charlie to work through her disappointment. But before she signed her life away, Charlie needed to ask the one question that bounced around inside her, begging to get out.


  “What happens if I don’t sign?”


  Mrs. Taylor’s mouth dropped open and her eyes widened. Her blatant stare made Charlie squirm.


  Attempting to regain a sense of composure, Mrs. Taylor cleared her throat. “Why wouldn’t you sign it?”


  Charlie’s hands shook. She felt like an utter fool. “What if this isn’t the path I’m meant to take? What if this is a mistake?”


  A relieved look spread across Mrs. Taylor’s face, accentuating her wrinkles. “The chip never makes mistakes, Miss Grey.”


  Now that she’d broached the subject, Charlie couldn’t keep herself from voicing the concerns stewing within her. “What if it did this time? This can’t be what I’m meant to do with my life,” she declared.


  The relief on Mrs. Taylor’s face melted into an irritated grimace. “And why isn’t this the path for you? Your future is playing out perfectly. The outcome of your Determining has set you up to take over your father’s company when he dies. Your future is bright and clear.”


  “No, it isn’t bright. Nor is it clear.” She moved to the edge of her chair, leaning in toward the headmistress. “I planned my life knowing this wasn’t the path I wanted to take. I’ve made every choice with the Determining in mind, calculating every move. I can’t believe everything I’ve done to fight this outcome was pointless.”


  “You can’t fight it. As I said before, there are no mistakes, Miss Grey. This is the path you were always meant to take. This document may be displayed on a screen, but it might as well be printed with your blood. There is no other future for you. You will sign the tablet. You will abide by the law of the Determining.” Mrs. Taylor’s hard expression sent chills running down Charlie’s spine. Still, she wouldn’t be swayed.


  “No.” Her voice sliced through the tension in the air.


  The headmistress sat in silence, staring as the blood drained from her face. The sudden change surprised Charlie. She sat stupefied. The only sound she could hear was the frantic beating of her own heart as the seconds ticked by.


  After a moment, Mrs. Taylor spoke, her words weary. “You know as well as I do, that isn’t an option. Not for you.”


  Charlie clenched her hands into fists, her nails cutting into the soft flesh of her palms. She spoke through gritted teeth. “I don’t want to be miserable forever.”


  Mrs. Taylor responded in a hushed voice, as if afraid to be overheard. “Your life would be far better here than on one of the islands.”


  Charlie’s head shot up, her eyes widening. “They wouldn’t do that. They can’t.”


  “I assure you, they can and they will. Miss Grey, you aren’t the first of my students to be disappointed with the outcome of their Determining. But, please, be the first to put those disappointments aside.” The grimace on her face softened. A sad smile replaced the hard look. Charlie had never seen Mrs. Taylor wearing anything other than a sever expression. The uncharacteristic change left her stunned. “I’ve been headmistress for almost thirty years, I know how this works. With your grades, the results don’t make sense. But if you don’t sign the tablet, you are bucking the system. In effect, you will give up your right to have any future in our society. I didn’t tell the others that, but perhaps I should have. Maybe then I wouldn’t have this guilt on my conscience.” She paused. “Please, don’t be another face that haunts my dreams.”


  Cold sweat broke out across Charlie’s skin at the thought of the islands. Years ago, the islands had been a premier vacation destination in the South Pacific. Now thieves, rapists, murderers, and the unwanted members of society inhabited them. Everyone knew about the islands, but no one spoke of them openly. It never occurred to her that refusing to abide by the Determining would land her there. But looking into the headmistress’s face, she knew the truth. Her choice would come down to life on the islands or life under her father’s thumb.


  All the adrenaline that had pumped through her body moments before vanished, leaving her weak and powerless. The headmistress was right; Charlie had no other options. When she signed the tablet, the tension in Mrs. Taylor’s face disappeared. With disgust, Charlie stood and walked to the door.


  “You made the right decision,” the headmistress called after her.


  Charlie didn’t believe the woman. Even as she walked out of the office she longed to turn around a take it all back. But she couldn’t. The weight of her mistake suffocated her until she thought it might physically choke her. She’d lost her battle for freedom and now every step she took moved her backward, toward her father and the life he planned for her.


  Chapter Two


  The city seemed distant, as if Charlie watched the world from inside a bubble. She’d foolishly hoped the Determining would make the future something she was eager to experience. But all she felt was dread and the world looked more dismal than ever before. A dark cloud hung over her, making it easier to loose herself in her brooding thoughts. She barely registered the brownstone townhouse looming over her as the cab pulled up to the curb. Only the driver clearing his throat clued her in to the fact that she’d arrived. Glancing out the window, she wanted to throw up. Her father had been so busy with work that she hardly seen him in weeks. But today he would come home and demand news. She faced the scanner imbedded in the partition separating her from the driver. Holding her wrist under the beam of red light, she waited. After a second, the scanner beeped, accepting her credits.


  “Thank you, Miss Grey.” A halting, electronic voice read the message flashing on a screen next to the scanner.


  The driver, who remained quiet as he watched her in the rearview mirror, nodded to her. Charlie managed a smile before opening the door, stepping out into the torrential rain. A barrage of water hit her square in the face, bringing the world back into sharp focus. The outcome of her Determining, the contract, the threat of the islands; it all stoked the anger inside her. She needed to speak to her parents.


  Without an umbrella, she had no hope of making it to the door dry. She trudged up the steps, not caring that the rain ruined her makeup and drenched her clothes. At the door, she thrust her wrist under a scanner. The door unlocked with a loud click.


  Inside, the housekeeper waited to greet her. Constance hadn’t been with the Greys long, and Charlie still couldn’t decide if she liked the woman. Her all-seeing brown eyes set Charlie on edge.


  “Good afternoon, Miss Grey. Did your appointment go well?” Constance held out a towel.


  Charlie shouldn’t have been surprised at the housekeeper’s readiness, but she couldn’t keep from raising an eyebrow as she took the towel. “Perfectly.”


  “I expect your father home within the hour. Your mother is waiting for you in the parlor.”


  “Thank you.” Slipping off her heels, Charlie made her way across the marble floor toward the stairs, careful not to slip on the puddles that her dripping clothes deposited at her feet.


  She climbed the stairs, pausing at the parlor door. If she went in to see her mother now, soaking and disheveled, an argument would ensue. But, if she changed before going in, she wouldn’t have an excuse to escape if their conversation turned sour. Feeling the weight of her wet clothes pressing down on her, Charlie continued climbing the stairs to her bedroom, her one haven. Shutting the door behind her, she stripped down before heading into the shower.


  She reemerged smelling of lavender and papayas. Usually nothing revived her more than the feeling of being clean, but today the magic of soap and water failed her. No amount of scrubbing could erase the fact that she’d signed her life away to the Determining. She pulled on a pair of shorts and a simple shirt; an outfit sure to make her mother cringe and her father frown with disapproval. Buoyed by this small rebellion, Charlie grabbed her tablet. As promised, a copy of the Determining sat waiting in her inbox. She opened the file before heading for the parlor.


  Margaret Grey sat in a wingback chair, looking regal. She wore her deep brown hair pulled back into an attractive French twist that left the line of her neck bare. A pale blue dress suit complimented by pearl earrings and nude pumps completed her sophisticated ensemble. Looking at her mother, Charlie realized that her future sat before her: elegant outfits assembled to impress and intimidate. Everything would be a stuffy pretense. The thought depressed her. She’d hoped her life would hold more than pretense and excess. She longed for something real, meaningful.


  “I’ve been waiting. What took you so long?” Margaret asked, her voice sharp with annoyance. She didn’t look up from the tablet in her hand.


  Charlie ignored the question. “Hi.” She flopped down onto the couch across from her mother, pulling her feet up under her.


  Margaret glanced up. “What are you wearing?” Her eyebrows rose as she took in Charlie’s casual appearance. “I thought you wore that beautiful suit I left out for you.”


  “It was either this or leave a watermark on your precious couch.”


  Margaret eyed her again before reaching for the little silver bell sitting on the end table. Within seconds of ringing it, Constance appeared in the doorway.


  “Bring us tea.” Margaret instructed. Constance nodded, slipping from the room. “Your father will be home soon, and then we can all discuss your Determining. But, while I have you to myself, I wanted to talk to you about the party.”


  “What party?” Charlie frowned in confusion.


  “You know that every girl has her coming-out after the Determining.” Her lips puckered as if she’d tasted something sour. “I’m sure I told you when I sent the invitations out two months ago.”


  “No, Mother, you didn’t.” But I should have known this was coming. Being Determined meant you were considered an adult. The party was used as an introduction into Determined society. What it really boiled down to was a convenient way to parade a single girl around for the single Determined men. Charlie had pushed the party to the back of her mind partly as an avoidance method but also because she’d been too preoccupied with her Determining.


  “I’ve already booked that gorgeous room at the club. The one that overlooks the lake. It will be beautiful all strung with lights. The club said they would float candles on the lake like they did for Sybil’s wedding. Of course, you will have more candles than she did.” Margaret looked back at her tablet. “I’ve checked the calendar. You’re the only Councilman’s daughter to go through the Determining this season, so attendance will be high. This is the perfect opportunity for us to find you a suitable husband.”


  Before Charlie could respond, Constance reappeared bearing a tea tray. She placed it on the coffee table between mother and daughter. “Is there anything else, ma’am?”


  Margaret waved her hand, dismissing Constance without a word of thanks. When they were alone again, Margaret continued. “I’ve already heard from a number of my friends. All assured me they are bringing their eligible sons.”


  Charlie poured herself a cup of tea, adding both milk and sugar. She stirred her cup with more force than necessary, enjoying the look of disdain on Margaret’s face when the spoon clattered against the china. “Mother, I’m with Drew.”


  “Of course. Drew.” Margaret’s voice cooled as she said his name. “Well, that’s fine. But darling, there is no promise that you are Compatible with him. Just keep that in mind at the party. There will be so many handsome young men. It would be a shame to burn any bridges.”


  “Who says I’ll be Compatible with any of the men at the party?” Charlie challenged. “I refuse to look for a replacement until I know for certain that Drew and I aren’t Compatible.”


  Ignoring her, Margaret went on. “You need a new dress for the party, something to show you off at your best. I thought we might look for one together. That lovely boutique on Parkside is expecting us tomorrow. We’ll have a little over three weeks to order it and have the alteration done. That should be plenty of time.


  “After shopping, we’ll be having lunch with a few of my-”


  “I already have plans tomorrow,” Charlie interrupted, not bothering to disguise the annoyance she felt. She’d told Margaret about these plans, but, like usual, she’d been ignored. “I’m meeting Ruth for lunch.”


  Margaret shot her a scathing look. “Reschedule.”


  “No, I promi—”


  Her father’s sudden entrance cut her response short. He threw the door open, heading straight for the decanter of whisky. A foul expression darkened his features. Charlie couldn’t tell if it was the weather, which had dampened his expensive suit, or just his usual disposition. Either way, the sight of Richard with a glass of whisky in hand never boded well.


  “Welcome home.” Margaret stood, walking to her husband’s side. She slid an arm around his waist, kissing his bearded cheek. He grunted in response before pulling away from her embrace.


  “Where are your results?” He directed his question to Charlie. She looked at him for a moment, taking in the sight of him. A neatly pressed black suit showed off his tall, muscular frame. He kept his salt-and-peppered hair clean cut and his beard trimmed. He would have been a handsome man if not for his temper.


  “Here.” She reached for her tablet, taking her time as she made sure the file remained open on the screen. Richard let out an exasperated breath at but didn’t hesitate to snatch the device from her hand.


  He made his way to a second wingback chair. Margaret followed close behind. His eyes scanned the page as her mother strained to read over his shoulder. Charlie took anxious sips of her tea, desperate for something to keep her occupied while she waited. After what seemed like hours, but couldn’t have been more than a minute, Richard handed the tablet to Margaret. She took it, reading. The further she read, the bigger her smile grew.


  “Oh darling, this is wonderful!”


  Charlie ignored her mother, watching her father. He wore a passive expression. “You aren’t surprised,” she accused.


  “No, I’m not. Any child of mine would naturally follow in my footsteps. Congratulations, Charlotte. I know how hard you’ve worked for this.” A sarcastic sneer punctuated his snide comment.


  She’d suspected her father’s involvement in her Determining but hadn’t been sure until now. He was the Councilman for the Province of Kansas, a member of the governing body for the Confederation. With that much power at his fingertips, she shouldn’t have been surprised at his involvement, but she was. “This is your fault.” She struggled to control her voice when all she wanted to do was scream.


  Richard glowered. “I see nothing wrong. With this outcome, you will be in the perfect position to take over when I die.” He took a gulp of whisky, sighing when the burn hit.


  She jumped to her feet, knocking her teacup onto the floor. “But I don’t want to take over for you. I’ve done everything I could to avoid that fate!” Her voice rose to a yell. She could feel her face reddening.


  “That was obvious.” Richard scoffed. “After looking through your file, I was appalled. I should have kept a closer eye on you, wasting your time with those idiotic charities and scraping by in all your business classes. Oh yes, it was obvious. And that’s why I stepped in. I couldn’t let you throw away your life like that. You are my heir and you will carry on my legacy.”


  “Richard!” Margaret didn’t seem surprised by her husband’s revelation. Rather, she looked annoyed that he’d revealed it so readily.


  Charlie whirled to face Margaret. “You knew, too?”


  “Darling, your father and I want what’s best for you. You don’t understand the security this future provides for you.”


  “What if I don’t want to be secure? I’d rather do something I’m good at, something I love.”


  Richard scoffed. “And what is it that you’re good at? Enlighten us.”


  Charlie stopped, caught off guard by the question. Honestly, she didn’t know what she wanted to do with her life, other than it couldn’t be what her parents planned. Or a biased result spat out by the stupid chip. Her future should be based on her merit and aptitude, not dictated to her.


  Richard’s eyes flashed with ire. “You stupid girl. This is how the world works. We don’t live in the Old World anymore. People don’t have the option to say ‘I’d rather.’ What you want doesn’t make any difference. Obedience is the only thing that matters.”


  “I won’t do this. It’s my life!” Charlie turned to leave but stopped when Richard flew out of his chair, grasping her wrist and squeezing it.


  “This is a binding contract, Charlotte. A contract that you signed. You have already agreed to this.” The alcohol on his breath made her gag.


  Her heart pulsed a frantic rhythm, but she put on a calm façade as she faced him. “I may not have a choice in my future education, but I sure as hell get to choose what I do with it. I still have that freedom. You can rest assured that I won’t ever take over for you.”


  In an instant, Charlie knew she’d crossed the line. Richard’s eyes darkened and his breathing became shallow. She saw his hand before she felt it. The force behind the blow knocked her off balance, landing her on the ground at his feet. Her own hand flew to her injured cheek. Sticky blood moistened her fingers where Richard’s ring had cut into her soft flesh. She stayed on the floor, looking up at her father. He stared back at her with no sign of regret. Behind him, Margret stood white-faced and open-mouthed.


  “Obedience, Charlotte.” He poured himself another glass of whisky before stepping over her as he left the room.


  Chapter Three


  “Not that one, it does nothing for your figure. Honestly, I wish you would consider some enhancements.” Margaret’s critical eyes examined Charlie’s offending small chest. “They would increase your chances of catching someone’s eye at the party.”


  Charlie winced at the criticism. “I caught Drew’s eye without surgical help.”


  “I know, dear.” Margaret waved her hand like she was shooing a pesky fly out of her face. “Try on the black one with the sweetheart neckline next.”


  Charlie bit back a sharp retort. Stepping down from the pedestal, she headed back to the dressing room. She peeled off the skintight red dress her mother had selected. The urge to throw the garment on the ground and kick it was tempting. “How many more do I have to try on?” she called through the door.


  “As many as it takes.” Margaret’s muffled response destroyed any hope Charlie harbored of escaping. A headache had crept up behind her eyes ten dresses ago. Now it morphed into a pulsing throb that threatened to explode into a full-force migraine at the slightest provocation. She rubbed her eyes, wincing when her hand accidently brushed the cheek her father had backhanded.


  Charlie studied herself in the mirror. She still couldn’t believe Richard had hit her. He’d always taken his anger out on her verbally. Now a bruise colored her cheek, and a red cut marred her otherwise flawless ivory skin. She’d done the best she could to cover the discolored skin, but there was nothing more she could do for the scab. Concealer and powder caught in the rough skin, highlighting the line jutting across her cheek. She traced the wound with her fingertip, finding it apropos that the ring that caused the injury marked her father as a member of the ruling Council.


  A knock on the door pulled her out of her thoughts.


  “Do you need help?” Margaret called.


  “No, I’m coming.” Charlie grabbed the first black dress she saw. She threw it on unceremoniously, emerging seconds later.


  Before she made it to the mirrors, Margaret stopped her. “That’s not the one I wanted to see.” She scolded her like a child. “Go back and put on the one I asked for.”


  Charlie shook her head in frustration. This was the last thing she needed today. She didn’t want a dress for the party. She’d consented to the shopping trip to appease Margaret. She longed for the moment of peace this trip would reward her with, but couldn’t help thinking that it came at too high a price.


  “I need a break,” Charlie declared, pushing past Margaret. Heads turned and eyes followed her as she stomped through the rows of designer dresses toward the front of the store.


  She’d almost made her escape when a petite sales girl rushed up to her. “Miss? Um… miss?”


  “What?” Charlie snapped.


  The poor thing looked petrified. “I can’t let you leave while wearing the merchandise.”


  Charlie glanced down at the dress, flushing with embarrassment. “Of course.” She headed back to the dressing room but paused as a dress on a nearby rack caught her eye. “Could you bring that one to my fitting room?” She glanced back at the sales girl.


  “Yes, miss. I’ll bring the sample dress right away.” She scurried off before Charlie could thank her.


  “You know we don’t have time for your little tantrums.” Margaret scowled when Charlie returned to the fitting area. “I have so many things to do before the party and your uncooperative behavior hasn’t made any of this easier.”


  “What’s the rush? Let’s postpone the stupid party.” Her mother shot her a menacing glare. “Never mind,” she muttered under her breath.


  “What is that?” She followed her mother’s horrified gaze. The nervous sales girl approached cautiously with the dress Charlie requested.


  “Should I take it back, ma’am?” The girl directed the question to Margaret.


  “It’s horrid. Take it awa— ”


  “No. You can put it in my fitting room.” Ignoring Margaret’s protests, Charlie followed the girl into the fitting room and closed the door behind them. “Can you help me?” The girl nodded. With hurried movements, she unzipped the black dress and took the new one off its hanger. A moment later, Charlie stepped out of the fitting room. Holding her head high, she walked up to the pedestal.


  The dress fit like an extension of her own body. The pale pink material complimented her light brown hair and green eyes. With a high empire waist, the dress had a casual, comfortable feel, but beading along the capped sleeves, bust, and hem gave it an elegant look. The migraine that threatened only minutes before disappeared when Charlie took in her reflection. She smiled for the first time since arriving at the boutique.


  “This is the dress.” Charlie nodded to herself.


  “Charlotte, that color is all wrong for your skin tone. You look washed out and, frankly, fat.” Margaret eyed the dress with disgust. “I want you to wear something daring. Every other girl wears pale colors to their coming-out parties. You must wear something that will stand out. Why not a deep red?”


  She heard her mother’s insult but ignored it. “This is the dress I like. I’ll take it.”


  “I won’t let you wear it. It looks cheap and you look cheap in it.” Mother and daughter locked eyes. Tension crackled like electricity in the air.


  “If I don’t wear this dress, then I don’t wear anything. It’s your choice, Mother.” When Charlie came out of the fitting room a few minutes later in her street clothes, she saw Margaret offering up her wrist to be scanned in payment.


  “We’ll order your dress and it will be ready for your fitting in a week, Miss Grey.” The sales girl chanced a smile before taking her leave. Full of satisfaction, Charlie smirked.


  “I’m just happy you’re starting to come around to the idea of the party.” Margaret sounded anything but happy.


  “Of course, Mother.” Her snide tone earned her a disapproving scowl.


  Margaret led the way out of the dressing area and toward the exit, chattering all the while. “It’s important that you be on your best behavior at lunch today. I’ve invited a few ladies to join us. Each woman represents a son or grandson who would be considered a suitable match for you. If you impress them at this luncheon, you will improve your chances at securing one of them for a husband.”


  “I told you that I’m meeting Ruth.” Charlie had to fight to hold back her frustration. “Please apologize to your friends on my behalf.”


  “And I told you to cancel. You’re having lunch with me.” Margaret shot her a stern look as a black town car pulled up. Carlton, her mother’s driver, opened the door for the two women.


  Indignation bubbled inside of Charlie. “No. I made these plans with Ruth weeks ago and I’ve barely see her since she went away to University. I won’t cancel them.”


  “These women are friends of mine. I won’t allow you to slight them like this. Get in the car.” Margaret raised an eyebrow, daring Charlie to test her.


  “Have your favorites stay to dinner. I’ll be home for round two.” She walked away, ignoring her mother’s shrill voice calling after her.


  Finding a cab on Portestas’ busy streets was almost impossible. The capitol city of the Province of Kansas had an overabundance of people and a shortage of black cabs to accommodate them. People bustled along the sidewalks, making them as crowded as the road, but the city’s grid-like layout made navigating on foot easy.


  Charlie glanced at her phone. The appointment at the boutique had run late thanks to Margaret’s insistence that Charlie try on every dress that struck her fancy. If she wanted to make it to the restaurant on time, she needed to hurry. The foot traffic congesting the sidewalks made running difficult. She wove between the masses, doing her best not to body check anyone. When a woman in front of her stopped suddenly, she couldn’t slow down in time to avoid a collision. She and the woman managed to remain standing, but Charlie garnered a powerful glare.


  “I’m so sorry,” Charlie panted. “Are you alright?”


  “Clumsy fool, watch where you’re going!”


  Charlie moved around her, intent on getting to the restaurant, when a face in the crowd caught her eye. One man standing motionless in the sea of moving people watched her intently. His cold, calculating look and hulking frame stood out in the mass of disinterested strangers. Their eyes met and the hair on her arms stood on edge. He wore a glower that exaggerated the crowfeet by his eyes and made her stomach lurch.


  Above the pounding of her heart, Charlie could hear her mother’s voice whispering from a distant memory: “Your father is a very important member of the government. There are people who want to hurt him through you.”


  She couldn’t shake the feeling that the man watching her was one of those people. He stepped toward her, never breaking eye contact. Charlie knew if he caught her, she could end up ransomed or worse. She stumbled backward, colliding with pedestrians. This time she didn’t stop to apologize. Sheer terror spurred her on.


  Charlie struggled through the crowded street. Business men and women glowered as she pushed past them. She chanced a glance back. The man slipped effortlessly through the crowd, watching her the entire time. She felt like a helpless lamb being stalked by a wolf. She looked away, focusing on the frantic sound of her feet slapping against the pavement.


  As she moved further from the center of the district, the foot traffic lessened until she could easily dodge between the pedestrians. This meant she moved quicker, but so did her pursuer. She’d hoped to lose him in the crowds but he’d managed to keep pace with her. The residential district loomed in front of her, sending her heart plummeting. Now there would be no crowd to lose him in.


  She slowed, looking back again. He was about ten yards behind her. Glancing left and right, she sought some escape, found none. Making a scene would be her best chance to get away. But she needed assurance, just in case her plan didn’t work.


  Charlie kept moving as she pulled the phone from her pocket, dialing as fast as her trembling fingers allowed. “Come on, come on,” she chanted, scanning the thinning crowd for the familiar black uniform of a City Guard, but finding none.


  A female voice answered. “Where are you? I’ve been waiting for—”


  She cut the girl off. “Ruth, if I don’t call you back in two minutes, I need you to call my father and tell him to track my chip.”


  “What’s going on?” Ruth demanded


  “Just do it, Ruth!” She ended the call and whirled around to face the man.


  A few yards away from her now, his brown eyes raked over her. He slunk forward, stopping mere feet from her. “You’re a hard one to get a hold of, Miss Grey.” Impossibly, he didn’t seem winded at all.


  A chill ran down her spine at the sound of her name. “What do you want?” Her phone vibrated in her hand, but she ignored it.


  “I want to talk to you.” He stepped closer, forcing Charlie to retreat a few steps.


  “Stay where you are,” she demanded, holding up her hands as if that could ward him off.


  He ignored her, moving forward again. She took a deep breath, preparing to scream.


  “I wouldn’t do that if I were you,” he warned, holding up a tattooed hand. He held what looked like a small black gun.


  Charlie’s heart skipped a beat and her breathing faltered. “You wouldn’t shoot me, not in such a public place. Besides, I’ve called a friend. If she doesn’t hear from me in two minutes, she’ll call my father. There is nowhere you can take me that I won’t be found.”


  “This isn’t a gun, Miss Grey. Are you familiar with the Old World device known as a taser?” She nodded, prompting him to continue. “Unfortunately, our chips can’t withstand the electrical current a taser delivers. When I shoot you, the electricity will short-circuit your chip. Not only will you be flat on your back unable to defend yourself, no one will be able to track you.” He grinned.


  “I’ll scream before you can shoot me. People will see.” Her breathless voice betrayed her panic.


  He shook his shaved head. “And when they come to investigate, I’ll play the role of a concerned lover. Make up some medical excuse, tell them I’m bringing you to the hospital then disappear with you.” An amused expression tugged at his mouth. “Miss Grey, I’ve already thought this through. Don’t test me. All I want to do is talk.”


  Charlie’s mind raced, searching for a way out of this. He was too big to fight, too fast to run from, and with that taser in his hand, she’d be a goner before her vocal cords made a sound.


  “I’ll talk to you, but we stay here. In the open.”


  “Fine,” he conceded. “First, call your friend. I don’t want any trouble from her.”


  Charlie nodded, dialing Ruth.


  “Put it on speaker,” he commanded.


  A second later the sound of ringing emanated from the phone. Ruth picked up after two rings.


  “What the hell is going on?”


  “Sorry, Ruth. There was a reporter following me. He wanted an interview about my coming-out. I overreacted.” Charlie forced her voice to sound light and contrite.


  “Don’t ever do that to me again! I thought you were in real trouble. So, where are you? I feel like an idiot sitting here all by myself. Wait, you sound weird. Am I on speaker?”


  Charlie ignored the questions. “I got sidetracked trying to dodge the reporter. I’ll be there as soon as I can.”


  “Fine.” She could hear Ruth pouting through the phone. “I’ll order for you.”


  “See you soon.” She ended the call and shot a glare at the man, still keeping an eye out for any City Guards.


  “Let me get to the point, Miss Grey. I need something from you.” His eyes roamed over her when he spoke.


  Charlie’s skin prickled and her heart beat frantically, but she forced her face to remain calm. She crossed her arms over her chest. “I thought you just wanted to talk.”


  He threw his head back, letting out a genuine laugh. A grin remained on his face as he spoke through his chuckles. “I don’t need that. I want you to get me an invitation to your little party and add a name to the guest list.”


  Her eyes narrowed. “Whose name?”


  “Nemo.”


  Charlie filled her voice with as much self-assurance and disdain as she could muster. “Nemo, Latin for no one. How very Old World of you. And is that your name, Nemo?”


  The suggestion seemed to amuse the enormous man. “No. He’s a colleague.”


  “And why would your colleague want to attend my coming-out? Don’t tell me he believes we’d make a perfect match,” she mocked with false bravado.


  His face remained hard, not rising to her taunt. “Let’s just say he has business with one of your guests.”


  “Business he can’t conduct at another place and time?”


  “Correct.”


  “I don’t think I can do this for your Nemo. For all I know, this ‘business’ could be a plan to assassinate one of the Council members.”


  The man moved so fast that she didn’t have a chance to react. He leaned down until their faces were mere breaths away. Lifting a hand, he ran it through her hair, the contact making her shiver with disgust. “You will do it because, despite the fact that young girls do nothing for me, I would make an exception for you.”


  She didn’t know if he’d make good on his threat. If he attacked her, there would be no way for her to fight him off. She swallowed down the bile burning her throat. “How do I get you the invitation?”


  “I knew you were a smart girl.” He stepped back, putting his hand in his pocket. “When you go for your dress fitting in a week, bring the invitation to the coffee shop across the street. Tell the barista it’s for Nemo. She’ll make sure it makes its way into the right hands.”


  Charlie’s breath caught in her throat. “How do you know about my fitting?”


  The man met her eyes but remained silent.


  “Fine, I’ll do it.” She tried to move away but he reached out, grabbing her wrist. He squeezed and she could feel the chip beneath his fingers biting into her muscles. He pulled her toward him, so close that she could smell the bitter traces of coffee on his breath.


  “Don’t even think about crossing us. If you do, you won’t live long enough to regret it.” He released her and stepped aside. “I’ll be watching.”


  She felt his eyes fulfilling that promise as she stumbled back into the crowd.


  
    ~

  


  “About time,” Ruth Andrews muttered as Charlie slid into a booth ten minutes late. The redhead’s eyes remained fixed on her phone, her fingers flying as they typed. “I hope you’re in the mood for salad because that’s what I ordered for … whoa.” Ruth’s eyes widened as she looked up from the screen. “What happened to your face?” Her brows pulled down, eyes filling with concern.


  As daughters of Council members, Charlie and Ruth had been thrown together at Council events. Once they’d bonded they were nearly impossible to separate. Ruth knew about the tension between Charlie and her parents, but this was different. Admitting that Richard had hit her almost felt too personal to share. But Ruth was her best friend.


  Charlie leaned forward, lowering her voice so no one would overhear. As she opened up, her eyes kept drifting toward the tables nearby. Her father’s abuse was a sensitive subject and she couldn’t afford for anyone untrustworthy finding out. But beyond that, she couldn’t shake the feeling that the tattooed thug was watching her like he promised.


  When Charlie finished, Ruth wore a shocked expression. “I knew things were strained between you and your parents, but I didn’t know it had gotten that bad. Has he ever hit you before?”


  “No. I’m still stunned it happened,” Charlie admitted.


  “Do you know what made him snap? It couldn’t have just been your Determining.” Ruth leaned back in the booth, surveying her cheek again.


  Charlie shrugged. “Richard is the type of man who thinks paying tuition and giving me a kiss at Christmas is enough to earn my respect. It’s not.”


  Memories of her childhood played in her mind. A parade of nannies, flashes of her parents arriving home, drunk, from political or business events, her father walking out the door without so much as a glance in her direction. The loneliness of these moments carved a hollow pit in her chest.


  “The fact that he hit me isn’t the worst part about this. The worst part is that my mother did nothing. She just watched. And when he left, she ignored it like it didn’t even happen.” Charlie’s fists clenched.


  In many ways, Margaret hadn’t been a mother to Charlie. She’d left nannies to do the hard part, only paying attention to her when convenient. But when Margaret had been there more than Richard, at least. Brushing away tears, tucking the covers around her. Those small moments weren’t enough anymore.


  Ruth’s soft voice broke into Charlie’s memories. “I’m sure she was concerned, even if she couldn’t show it.”


  “She’s concerned that my future husband will be scared off by my face.”


  “I think she might be right. You look awful.” Ruth winked.


  Charlie laughed a little. “I did just run all the way here.”


  “Well, don’t run before the party. The cut should be healed in time. You’ll just have to worry about a scar…” Ruth trailed off.


  “I don’t have to worry about that. The only man I’m going to marry is Drew, and he already saw my face. He doesn’t care.” That wasn’t entirely true. Drew did care, but Charlie didn’t want to tell Ruth how he’d threatened to scar her father in a similar fashion.


  When Ruth spoke, Charlie could tell she chose her words carefully. “I know you love Drew, but why do you stay with him?” She paused. “Is he worth all this?”


  Charlie took a moment to consider before answering. “When he began to show interest in me I indulged him because I knew it would piss off my father. As I got to know him, I realized that he really liked me for who I am.”


  “What do you mean?” Ruth asked, reaching for her drink.


  “I don’t know.” Charlie felt awkward trying to verbalize her feelings. “To him, I’m not just the daughter of a rich politician. And I don’t see him as the charity case from the slums. We’re simply two people who love each other.”


  “You know you can’t be with him. Your parents will never allow it.”


  She would have snapped at Ruth if it weren’t for the compassionate look in her eyes. “They don’t get to make that decision, our chips do. It may turn out that we aren’t Compatible, but I won’t give up hope until I know for sure.” She made a shooing motion with her hand, banishing the conversation. “Enough about me, I want to hear about your love life. Are there any handsome men I need to know about?”


  “You’re changing the subject. We still haven’t finished talking about you,” Ruth said, avoiding Charlie’s teasing.


  “I know. I’d rather hear about you than rehash my dilemmas. And I can tell there’s something you aren’t sharing. Spill.” Charlie grinned.


  A blush colored Ruth’s cheeks as she traced designs in the condensation on her glass. “There is someone,” she murmured, glancing away.


  “Who is it?” Charlie demanded.


  In the two years since Ruth’s own coming-out, she still hadn’t made a match. Charlie hadn’t asked her friend about it, sensing her relationship status was a sore subject. Knowing there was someone on Ruth’s radar lifted Charlie’s spirits.


  A small grin pulled at Ruth’s lips. “I’ll point him out to you at the party.”


  “How do you know he’ll be there?” Curiosity filled Charlie’s voice.


  “He goes to all the important Council functions.”


  Charlie didn’t think of her coming-out as an important Council function, but she didn’t argue. “He’s connected with the Council, then.” Ruth didn’t give anything away. “Fine, be that way.” The waiter brought out their meals and the two lapsed into easy conversation while they ate.


  Studying law at Washington University had kept Ruth busy for the past few months. She told Charlie all about the classes she’d been placed in, the people she met, and the plans she made for her future. Charlie envied Ruth, wishing her own Determining had placed her somewhere she could be happy and thrive.


  The two were saying their farewells when Ruth suddenly asked, “What happened with that reporter?”


  The memory of the man’s hot, stale coffee-breath came rushing back. The salad in her stomach churned, refusing to settle. “Nothing. I told him if he wanted an interview he would have to wait until the party like everyone else.”


  “But you sounded panicked when you called.”


  Charlie shrugged. “When I saw him following me, I got scared. I wasn’t expecting it.”


  “Get used to it.” She winked and headed down the sidewalk. “After your coming-out, you’ll be a hot commodity. At least until you get married,” she called over her shoulder.


  Charlie shook her head, waved goodbye, then headed on her way. On any other day, she would have walked home. She might have stopped in a shop or bought a cup of coffee on her way. But today, she didn’t feel safe. Hailing a passing cab, she shot a nervous look around before getting in. There he was. Across the street. Watching her. He lifted his hand and gave her a wave. She slid into the cab, slamming the door shut behind her.


  
    ~

  


  “You look wonderful, Miss Grey.” The seamstress smiled at her handiwork. “The men will fall at your feet.”


  “My mother will be thrilled to hear it.” She attempted to return the woman’s smile, but it felt more like a grimace. Even with a week to prepare herself, this day and the task ahead left her anxious. Her thoughts wandered out of the boutique, across the street, and into the coffee shop. The further her mind wandered, the clammier her skin felt.


  “If you'll change, I can put the dress away and schedule your final fitting.”


  Charlie nodded, stepping into the dressing room. Her eyes flicked to her purse. An envelope peeked out of the top.


  Acquiring the invitation had been easy. All she needed to do was grab the extra one sitting on Margaret’s desk. What hadn’t been easy was getting Nemo’s name on the guest list. She had to choose between asking Margaret or the event coordinator to add the name. What it really boiled down to was either to deal with Margaret now or when the coordinator ran the name by her for approval. She decided to cut out the middleman, taking the verbal beating head on.


  “How can you spring another guest on me so close to the party? And who is this person? What kind of a name is Nemo? He must be another vagabond like that Drew you’re so fond of.”


  Charlie listened to her mother without commenting. By the end of the ordeal, Nemo’s name appeared on the list. With that task complete, all that remained was to deliver the invitation. Her stomach dropped at the thought.


  She stepped out of the dressing room, handing the garment over to the sales woman. In less time than she would have liked she stood outside the coffee shop, peering through the window at the barista.


  She was average height with broad shoulders and a warm smile. She’d pulled her brown hair back in a ponytail that swung back and forth as she moved. Charlie couldn’t imagine how this normal girl could be involved with the gruff man who’d cornered her on the street. The girl glanced her way. A flicker of recognition passed across her face. Her smile turned hard, as if glued in place. Leaving wasn’t an option. Charlie had been seen.


  After a moment to steady herself, she walked inside. The shop smelled of espresso and warm, sweet bread. Most days this combination would make Charlie’s mouth water, but today it made her nauseous. She stood in line, pulling the envelope out of her bag. Her sweaty hands left wet fingerprints on the paper, but she didn’t care. The sooner she got this over with, the better. Three people stood between her and the register. Three people, then she could try to forget any of this ever happened.


  Someone called her name and her heart stuttered in her chest. Turning, Charlie spotted Cornelia Prescott waving enthusiastically. Her pulse slowed a fraction as she recognized the tall, blonde beauty. Cornelia, the daughter of the Councilman from the Province of Illinois, was a good friend of Ruth’s.


  Cornelia flounced over to Charlie, a bright smile on her face. “Charlotte!” she cried again, leaning in and kissing Charlie on both cheeks.


  She stiffened with discomfort at the familiar gesture. “Cornelia, how are you?” She prayed her anxiety wasn’t obvious.


  “Fine, fine. Life with the company has been grueling.” She punctuated her words with a flip of her hair. “For our fall season, we’re doing all original plays. One of them is even a musical. The hours are completely insane.”


  Charlie glanced at the line; she still had two more customers before her turn. “It must be exhausting.”


  Cornelia sighed dramatically. “It is, it is. All that dancing and singing and such. But what about you? How have you been?” Her eyes lit up and she continued speaking, not giving Charlie a chance to answer the question. “Your coming-out is right around the corner. I can’t wait. There will be so many handsome, single men there.” She winked.


  “I’m sure.”


  An awkward pause settled between the two. Cornelia’s eyes moved around the coffee shop as if looking for something to say, eventually coming up with, “So, what are you doing out and about today?”


  Charlie looked back to the line. One person left. “I went for a dress fitting.”


  “For your coming-out?” Charlie nodded, eliciting a squeal of excitement from Cornelia. “I am going to look fabulous in my dress.” She seemed to think about what she just said, adding, “but I’m sure you’ll look fine, too.”


  Charlie ignored the backhanded compliment. “Thank you.” She needed to end this conversation. Now. “Well, it was good to see you.”


  “It’s good to see you too. You know, I think we should get together with Ruth. I could get the two of you tickets to one of my shows.” She beamed. “By the way, how is Ruth?”


  Before she could answer, the barista called, “Next.” Charlie’s eyes went wide as she realized the girl was talking to her.


  “Um, hi.” Her voice came out breathy.


  “What can I get you?” The girl’s eyes flicked to Cornelia before resting on Charlie.


  “I’ll take a small Earl Grey tea, black.” Her mind raced, frantic for a way to pass the invitation to the girl without Cornelia noticing. She couldn’t think of a way, not when Cornelia stood at her elbow watching every move she made.


  The barista nodded to the scanner. “Three credits.” Charlie took the envelope in her hand before placing her wrist under the scanner’s red beam. The device pinged.


  She looked the barista in the eye. “For Nemo.”


  Without any reaction, she pocketed the envelope, calling, “Next.”


  It was done.


  With a sigh of relief, Charlie moved aside to wait for her drink. “I saw Ru—” The words died in her throat as she caught Cornelia’s look. The girl’s hazel eyes, which had been friendly and excited a moment before, were now hard and serious. It was as if a completely different woman stood next to Charlie. She could almost see the wheels revolving in Cornelia’s mind as she processed the encounter she’d just witnessed.


  Almost as soon as Charlie noted these details, Cornelia’s face returned to its previously happy state. But her eyes remained closed off. “I’ll see you at the party, Charlotte.” She was gone before Charlie could reply.


  The nausea reared its head, mounting as she waited for her order. When the barista set her drink on the counter, she grabbed the beverage but threw it into the garbage outside the door. Cornelia had seen her hand over the invitation. It looked strange, Charlie handing the invitation over to a random barista. Would Cornelia mention it to someone? She shook her head. She’d done as instructed and it was too late to take it back. For the time being, all she wanted was to go home and forget this day had even happened.


  She walked a block before spotting an empty cab. She was about to slide inside when her phone vibrated from her bag. She considered ignoring it, but grabbed it with a sigh. Her inbox flashed, indicating an email.


  Good work, but it’s not over yet. See you at the party. –N


  Heart galloping, she typed a quick response, but the email was encrypted. She had no way to contact the mysterious Nemo. Frustrated, she shoved the phone in her bag.


  “Are you getting in or not, sweetheart?” The driver called, annoyed.


  She climbed in, slamming the door harder than necessary. The driver muttered to himself as he pulled away from the curb.


  Charlie watched the world fly by the window. Everything blurred until it became a mass of vibrant shapes rather than distinguishable objects. In the sea of colors, she felt completely isolated.


  Chapter Four


  He watched Charlotte as she passed the invitation to his daughter, Viveca. A weight seemed to fall from her shoulders the moment the envelope left her hand, allowing her to collect herself again. He was struck by how much she resembled her mother. Both possessed the same regal elegance and fierce green eyes.


  The girl’s tension returned when she looked back at her companion. Cornelia said something before marching toward the door. She shot him a quick look when she passed his table. Her eyebrows rose in surprise, but she had the presence of mind to continue without stopping to speak to him. She disappeared through the door, heading down the street.


  He returned his attention to Charlotte. Her followed Viveca while she waited for her drink, her fingers tapping against her thigh as she rocked back and forth on her heels. Seeing her discomfort made him question the wisdom of his plan for the first time.


  This girl was an essential piece of the puzzle, yet ill-suited. He wished it could have been anyone else. Someone stronger than the naïve, nervous rich girl he now watched. But he knew it must be Charlotte Grey or no one at all.


  Viveca set her drink on the counter. Charlie nodded her thanks before walking to the door. Outside, she paused beside the trashcan, then considered her drink. She dropped the full cup inside the garbage before hurrying down the street.


  He scowled at the waste but didn’t let it distract him. He jumped up from his table, not wanting to lose sight of her. He followed far enough behind so as not to be noticed. She wove through the crowds of people, keeping a constant eye on the street.


  The moment was too good to pass up. He pulled out his phone. Writing a quick message, he signed it, N. He hit send just as she hailed an empty cab. When her phone received the message, she froze, as if she knew it was from him. She pulled her phone out, reading his words.


  Her shoulders tensed and her jaw clenched. In that moment the scared, unsure girl he’d watched in the coffee shop morphed into a fierce woman with anger in her eyes. Her fingers flew over her phone. He knew the moment she tried to send her response and failed. She nearly threw herself into the cab, slamming the door so hard that people on the sidewalk shot her curious glances.


  He couldn’t help chuckling as the cab pulled away. Any doubts he’d had disappeared the moment that angry look crossed her face. She would do fine, so long as he could push her to keep that anger and determination close at hand.


  Stuffing his hands into his coat pockets, he headed toward the subway station. Usually he avoided public transportation. Being stuck underground with few escape routes didn’t appeal to him. But, as the quickest way to get back to the cathedral, he couldn’t let his claustrophobia get the better of him. Especially since he was already running late.


  Like all cities in the Confederation, the surface of Portestas was broken up into rich and poor districts. Anything below street level belonged to the lower classes. This division became more obvious as he descended the stairs, heading toward the subway platform.


  The graffiti-covered walls looked like they were one strong wind away from collapsing. A man wearing little more than rags sat on a bench, muttering to himself. His greasy hair clung to his head and a questionable smell permeated the air around him. He leaned back against the wall, oblivious to its structural flaws.


  “Hello, Harold.”


  The homeless man looked up at the sound of his name. “Ah, it’s you.” He smiled widely, revealing black teeth. “I haven’t seen you in a few weeks.”


  Nemo sat down on the bench next to him. “I have a big business deal in the works. I’ve been spending most days going over the details. How’ve you been?” he inquired with genuine interest.


  Harold shrugged, looking away. “Things aren’t so good. I’ve been looking for work but no one wants to hire an old geezer like me. Too many young, blue collar guys in better shape, willing to do anything for a credit.” He shook his head, sadness filling his voice. “Times are hard, my friend. Very hard. I don’t know how much longer us normal folks are gonna survive.”


  “A change is coming. I can feel it.”


  Harold glanced at him. Utter hopelessness filled his eyes. “Not in my lifetime.”


  Nemo wished he could tell Harold everything. He wanted to give the man a reason to keep living, but he couldn’t. One never knew which walls had eyes and ears. So he simply gave Harold’s shoulder a reassuring squeeze. “I have a good feeling. Don’t lose hope.”


  The rumble of the approaching train caused plaster and concrete to rain down on them. Harold smiled faintly, brushing some of the dust from his face. “You better get going. Another train won’t be by for a while.”


  Nemo grabbed a small scanner from his coat pocket, holding it over his chip. After pressing a few buttons, a red light appeared on his skin, pulsing quickly. Before Harold could protest, he grabbed the homeless man’s hand, flipping it over to expose his wrist. With another press of a button, the scanner came to life. Rather than a red light, blue light illuminated Harold’s skin.


  “I can’t take this,” Harold protested, trying to pull his wrist away but Nemo held on tighter.


  “You aren’t taking anything. I’m giving them to you. I hope these credits can help.”


  Harold’s eyes shone with unshed tears. “You better catch your train.”


  “I’ll see you around.” Nemo stood, pocketing the scanner.


  Harold nodded. “Thank you.” His voice cracked.


  Nemo returned the nod and hurried toward the train, managing to slip inside just as the doors closed. He turned, watching Harold as the train pulled away from the platform. The homeless man smiled as tears streaked down his cheeks, leaving wet trails in the dirt caking his face.


  Nemo watched until the platform and Harold were out of sight. Picking a seat, he settled down on the dirty plastic bench. Only three other people occupied the car with him. A few rows away, a little girl sat beside her mother. Beyond them, a man dressed in ripped jeans and a black sweatshirt sat motionless. His menacing eyes fixed on the little girl as his hand slid into his pocket.


  The mother rested her head against the window, breathing evenly, deep in sleep and oblivious to the predator mere feet away. Her daughter swung her feet back and forth, humming to herself. She wore a pink coat that hung off her frail frame. It had faded with age and small holes in the fabric allowed him a glimpse of the purple shirt underneath. Her light blonde hair was pulled up into pigtails held in place with mismatched blue and green bows. She couldn’t have been much older than four.


  Nemo tensed when the man used his free hand to gesture to the girl. He curled his finger, beckoning her over to him.


  Fear filled the child’s eyes. “Mama,” she whispered, tapping her mother on the arm. “Mama?”


  Her mother stirred but didn’t wake. Leaning into her mother’s side, the little girl shot a nervous look at the man. A sinister grin crossed his face. He stood, moving toward his target with menacing fluidity.


  Before he could close the distance between them, Nemo stood. He placed himself in front of the predator, leveling him with a look.


  “I suggest you return to your seat.” Nemo spoke with a furious calm.


  “Who the fuck do you think you are?” the man hissed.


  In a flash, Nemo had the man against the wall, holding him there by the neck. “I said, sit back down.”


  “Alright,” the man managed to wheeze, his face turning purple.


  Nemo loosened his grasp, allowing the man to breathe. Once free from the constricting grip, the man stumbled back to his seat. Slumping in the chair, he kept a wary eye on Nemo.


  Rather than returning to his own seat, Nemo stood in front of the mother and daughter, shielding them from sight. He ignored the assailant, knowing the man was too much of a coward to attack him. The mother continued to sleep, unaware of what had almost happened to her daughter.


  She woke a few stops later. She eyed Nemo standing in front of them before taking her daughter’s hand protectively. When the train stopped again, the two walked onto the platform. Though it wasn’t his stop, Nemo also exited the train, but not before shooting the man a warning look.


  He followed the pair to the surface, watching as they entered a nearby apartment building. Before they disappeared inside, the little girl looked back. She smiled at him, giving him a shy wave.


  Harold was wrong. Change was coming. Nemo would make sure of it.


  
    ~

  


  Nemo stuffed his hands in the pockets of his sleek black overcoat. He carefully avoided a pothole filled with rainwater, cigarette butts, and empty condom wrappers as he turned up a long driveway.


  At the top of the driveway stood the empty shell of a once magnificent cathedral. Ivy crawled up its crumbling walls. In some places, the thick vines made it impossible to see the stone beneath. The stained-glass windows were long gone, broken by looters and troublesome adolescents. Traces of colored glass still clung to the lead that once served as the outline of a cross.


  He couldn’t remember seeing the cathedral in its former glory. It, along with almost every religious building and center, had been abandoned when the chip took over. With the introduction of this new convenience, people lost their need for religion. Though a select few still clung to the old faiths, technology became the new altar of worship and the sacred buildings died with the people’s devotion.


  A rusting wrought-iron fence surrounded the cathedral. It towered over Nemo as he neared, casting faint shadows in the gray light. He pushed one of the two intricate gates open. It moved with a protesting squeak.


  Trudging up the stairs, he couldn’t suppress the heaviness that had plagued him since seeing Harold. He crossed the threshold, closing the thick doors behind him with a sigh.


  “What’s with the frown?” The gruff voice didn’t startle him. He turned, watching the speaker materialize from the shadows.


  “Owen.” Nemo examined him. He stood well over six feet tall and boasted broad shoulders that connected to thickly muscled arms. Tattoos peaked out above the collar of his long-sleeved shirt and inked the backs of his hands. He’d first met this beast of a man fifteen years earlier. At the time, both men bonded over their mutual criminal status.


  “The Leaders are already assembled. They’re impatient,” Owen warned.


  “They always are,” Nemo acknowledged with a nod. Noting the curious look on Owen’s face, he continued, “She delivered the invitation.”


  Owen nodded, keeping his thoughts hidden by a composed expression. “You better get going, boss.”


  They parted ways, Owen slipping back into the shadows and Nemo turning to the spiral stairs that led to the second floor. Angry voices traveled down to him as he climbed, echoing against the narrow cement staircase.


  “We were told he’d be here.”


  “What is the point of a gathering if he isn’t here?”


  “I’m not waiting any longer.”


  Nemo turned the corner, running right into Drayton. The ex-military general from the Province of Washington glowered. Used to Drayton’s surly disposition, Nemo didn’t let his size or the terrifying look frighten him.


  “I apologize for my tardiness. I was detained.”


  Nemo moved around the towering man and into a large open room. At its center, a long rectangular table sat surrounded by five people. All fumed. Eyes followed as Nemo walked to the empty chair at the head of the gathering. He settled in before looking up at the faces watching him.


  “You have some nerve to keep us waiting like this,” Drayton bellowed, stomping back to his seat, the seventh in the group.


  Nemo bristled with annoyance. “And when you have the nerve to start a revolution, you too can keep the rest of us waiting.”


  Drayton scowled but shut his mouth.


  “Anyone else have a complaint they’d like to share?” Nemo’s eyes traveled from face to face, making eye contact with each person in turn. He let the silence linger before speaking again.


  “For the past twenty years I’ve sat back, watching our country grow sick and feeble, and the infection is growing. I see the people suffering under the thumb of our oppressors. Both the rich and the poor are stagnant, unable to move from the path they are born into. It’s time we do something more, something permanent.”


  “I’m not hearing a plan,” Samar spoke up. The slight woman from the Californian Province stared at him with intense, brown eyes. “What we need is more action and less talk.”


  “What do you suggest, then?” he asked, scowling at Samar.


  “I assumed you called us here because you already had a plan. If that isn’t the case, it would seem I made a pointless journey.” She moved to stand but he held up a hand, stopping her before she came to her feet.


  “You know I wouldn’t call you all here unless I had something important to share. Please, sit down.”


  Samar glared, but settled back into her seat.


  “Am I right in assuming you all know who Charlotte Grey is?” he asked, looking around the room for affirmation.


  “You’d have to be off grid not to know who she is,” Samar answered sarcastically.


  “What’s this have to do with that spoiled brat?” Drayton demanded.


  Nemo leveled Drayton with a steady look. “Everything.”


  Chapter Five


  Cameras flashed, blinding Charlie as she stepped from the limo. She held a hand up, shielding her eyes from the intrusive light.


  “Put your hand down,” Margaret hissed at her side. “Let them see you!”


  Charlie wished the cut on her cheek hadn’t healed. If it were still jutting across her skin it might have deterred her mother. But the three weeks that had passed since her father’s attack had been more than enough time to heal the injury. And once the army of beauticians and stylists descended on the house, the nearly imperceptible scar had vanished beneath a layer of makeup. She emerged from their ministrations buffed and polished to perfection. They’d pulled her wavy brown hair into an elegant up do and surrounded her light green eyes with smoky shadow. In the mirror, she’d taken in her transformation and noted her flawless cheek with disappointment.


  She reluctantly lowered her hand, allowing the cameras a clear shot of her. The photographers and reporters all called her name and shouted questions which she ignored.


  That afternoon, while under the scrutiny of three hairdressers, Margaret had coached her about what to expect. “There will be reporters and photographers waiting to see you. You’re expected to give at least two interviews and pose for photos. I’ll direct you to the two reporters I want you to speak with. The rest, you will ignore.


  “Your father will give a short speech to the guests before dinner. Then, we’ll hold with tradition and auction off your first dance. After that—”


  Charlie had ignored everything else her mother said. Her mind raced with questions about the mysterious Nemo. Why does he want to attend my coming-out? Whatever the reason, it didn’t bode well. That email he’d sent all those weeks ago still made her skin crawl. Despite her worries, the security flanking the building did give her a measure of ease. No doubt more guards were positioned inside the building. She would be safe.


  Richard slipped his arm around her waist, giving her a loving smile she didn’t return. The expression remained on his face, but his eyes held a dark cruelty. Charlie didn’t care. He couldn’t hit her tonight. She stepped away from his embrace and followed Margaret, speaking to the two reporters her mother indicated and smiling politely to the others.


  At the entrance, Margaret and Richard stepped back, allowing the photographers to capture her image. She kept on smiling, but her thoughts were already inside the building, searching for Nemo. She needed to know if he’d arrived yet. Now, while both her parents stood at a distance, would be her one opportunity. She moved to enter the building, pausing by one of two men flanking the door with guest lists in hand.


  Leaning in close, she spoke as quietly as possible while still being sure he could hear her. “Has Nemo arrived yet?”


  The guard glanced down at his tablet. After a moment of scrolling through the list he looked back at her and nodded.


  Nemo was here. Her part in this was done. Now she could only wait and see what happened next. She offered her chip to be scanned before entering the club.


  Lanterns hung from the ballroom ceiling, casting a warm glow over the assembled crowd. Their light reflected in the windows that surrounded the room, floor to ceiling, on three sides. Through the glass, Charlie could make out the hundreds of flickering candles on the lake, just as her mother promised. When Charlie appeared, everyone stood, applauding. As Richard escorted her to the head table, she searched the guests, looking for someone out of place. With so many people in attendance, she had little hope of finding the mysterious Nemo.


  At the head table, Richard pulled out a chair for Charlie. Margaret moved to Richard’s side, handing him a flute of champagne before turning to face the gathering. Someone handed Richard a microphone.


  “As a parent, it’s hard to watch your child grow into an adult. I’ve been there for every scrape and bruise; I stood beside her to pick her up when she fell. Now, she is at the threshold of a new journey, a journey she must make on her own.” He paused, seeming to be overcome with emotion. Charlie fought to keep from laughing at the scripted display. She wondered if her guests could tell Richard’s speech had been prewritten and memorized. “But Margaret and I take solace in the Determining. We may not be able to make the journey with our dear Charlotte, but we stand assured in the path she will now walk.”


  Richard faced her, his eyes still swimming with false sentiment. “Charlotte, your mother and I hope you will walk confidently along this path. Be secure in the knowledge that you will never have to say ‘I’d rather’ or ‘I should have.’ Know that everything happens according to a perfect plan.” He pinned her with a fierce stare and turned back to their guests, lifting his glass. “To Charlotte.”


  “To Charlotte,” the crowd echoed.


  Charlie flushed with anger. How dare Richard use this moment to chastise me? She glared at him as he approached her. Leaning down, he kissed the cheek that had been injured in his attack. The gesture infuriated her.


  His breath, which already smelled of alcohol, tickled her neck when he whispered in her ear, “If you value your other cheek, you’ll keep smiling and pretend to be happy.” He started pulling away, but Charlie threw her arms around him in a mock embrace.


  “I’d gladly give every inch of skin if it meant I’d be rid of you.” With a kiss, she released him. They locked eyes. He barely managed to keep his face from contorting with rage. She raised an eyebrow, challenging him to make good on his threat.


  “Watch yourself. You wouldn’t want to end up a martyr,” Richard hissed, still wearing a tight smile.


  Margaret stepped between the two, pulling Charlie into a painful hug. “Whatever is going on with you stops right now. Tonight is the most important night of your life. This could make or break your entire future. Stop trying to ruin it and do your best to impress one of the men.”


  By the time all this transpired, the applause had died down and been replaced with the strains of a live jazz band. Charlie took her seat, watching the waiters buzz about the room carrying serving trays steaming with food. A plate appeared before her, but she couldn’t do more than pick at the elaborate meal.


  Charlie was seated front and center, like all young women at their coming-out parties, to provide the guests a good view of her. Mothers with eligible sons studied her, imagining their grandchildren; fathers saw the business opportunity she presented; the unmarried men saw her body; and the single women saw their competition. It exhausted her to have so many probing eyes trained on her at once.


  As the meal drew to an end, Cornelia Prescott strutted over to Charlie’s table. She wore a shimmering red dress that hugged her curves in all the right places. The only word Charlie could think of to describe her was stunning.


  “Congratulations, Charlotte.” Cornelia smiled; her teeth appeared bleach white when contrasted with her cherry red lipstick. “Your dress looks fabulous.”


  “Thank you, Cornelia. It’s good to see you again.”


  Charlie thought of the look on Cornelia’s face after she witnessed the exchange at the coffee shop. What would happen if she told someone what she had seen? Charlie needed to be careful.


  “Likewise. Come visit me later, I’d love to spend some more time catching up. Enjoy the evening.” Cornelia’s hips swayed as she moved away from the table, catching the eyes of more than a few single men. And a number of married men as well.


  When Cornelia was out of earshot, Margaret glared at Charlie. “I told you to wear red.”


  Charlie ignored the comment, looking up as another guest approached and wished her well. It seemed that Cornelia set the example for the other guests who now advanced in a steady stream. Some came to congratulate her. Most seemed intent on introducing their single sons.


  Margaret whispered in her ear, providing commentary on every person who approached the table. She perked up when anyone connected to the Council appeared. As the night wore on, it became apparent that every Council member had attended or at least sent a representative from their family.


  “Why is the entire Council here?” she asked Margaret during a lull in the flow of well-wishers.


  “They all know your father is the richest member of the Council. They hope to make an alliance with our family.” Margaret beamed at the idea. “Keep an eye on Mason Novack from New York. Together, our families could rule the Council.”


  Charlie considered mentioning Drew, but bit her tongue. Her gaze flicked to his table. He watched her, smiling when their eyes met. Pride swelled in her chest at the sight of him. It impressed her how comfortable he appeared, the poor man in a sea of wealth. Years at Hartland Prep had taught him how to move in the wealthy circles without standing out. The skill would serve him well, especially as he moved forward with his education. The fact that he looked handsome in a suit wouldn’t hurt, either.


  “Stop looking at that scholarship boy and concentrate,” her mother snapped.


  Charlie needed someone sane to rescue her from Margaret. She spotted Ruth talking with an older couple. She looked beautiful with her curly mass of red hair swept back into a loose bun. Charlie caught her eye, beckoning her over with a pleading glance.


  Ruth excused herself. She glided to the table, her black dress billowing behind her as she moved. “Lovely party, Mrs. Grey. You’ve done a wonderful job.” She reached out, squeezing Margaret’s hand. “My own coming-out pales in comparison.”


  Ruth’s words elicited a genuine smile. “Well thank you, Ruth. I’ve done the best I can. Now I just need to find her a husband.” Margaret spoke as if Charlie weren’t present.


  “With all the handsome men here, that shouldn’t be a problem.” Ruth winked at Charlie, who just glared.


  “Harder than you might think.”


  “I’m sure I can work on that for you, Mrs. Grey.”


  “I can hear you both,” Charlie snapped, but her mother and Ruth ignored her.


  “Thank you, Ruth,” Margaret said sincerely. If it hadn’t been for the mischievous glint in Ruth’s eyes Charlie would have screamed in frustration.


  “Perhaps I could try and talk some sense into her now.”


  Charlie smiled at the prospect of a moment of freedom.


  “I would let you take her, but here comes Mason Novack.” Margaret turned to Charlie. “Sit up tall and roll your shoulders back. It makes your breasts look perkier.” Charlie immediately slouched forward, hunching her shoulders as Mason sauntered toward them.


  She’d met Mason years before at another Council function, one of the few that had allowed the Undetermined to attend. Even then, he had a dislikable arrogance about him. Seeing him after seven years, she felt no different.


  “Find me later, Charlie,” Ruth said, disappearing as Mason reached the table.


  He flashed Margaret a charming smile before letting his hazel eyes rest on Charlie. The way his gaze traveled up and down her body made her feel vulnerable, exposed.


  “Good evening. It’s a pleasure to see you both again.” He nodded toward Margaret. “Congratulations, Miss Grey.”


  Margaret kicked Charlie under the table. “Thank you for coming, Mr. Novack.” Charlie spoke through gritted teeth.


  “If I may say, the Determining has agreed with you. You look more radiant than ever.”


  Charlie choked on the wine she’d been drinking, barely keeping it in her mouth. When she stopped coughing, she spoke. “Perhaps that has something to do with the fact that I was thirteen when we first met.” Margaret went to kick her again but Charlie moved her leg in time to avoid the reprimand.


  Mason didn’t seem thrown by her snide comment. “Perhaps, but no one can doubt your radiance tonight.”


  “And no one can doubt your sincerity.” She laced her words with heavy sarcasm.


  He chuckled at the dig, but his eyes darkened, revealing his irritation. “Quite a daughter you have, Mrs. Grey.”


  “Yes. Now that her Determining is settled, she is in a position to make herself useful to both her father and her future husband.” Margaret’s tone carried a less than subtle implication. “She is quite a catch.”


  Charlie knew Mason could see right through her mother. She had to put a stop to it before Margaret got out of hand.


  “Unless I decide to make myself useless.” Charlie looked her mother in the eye, noting the color rising in her cheeks. She turned to Mason. “Thank you for coming by. If you will excuse me, I need to freshen up.”


  She stood and marched out of the ballroom. Margaret called her name but didn’t dare chase after her. That would cause too much of a scene.


  Cornelia passed her on her way. She grabbed Charlie’s arm, holding her in place. “Where are you going?” Cornelia’s eyes flicked nervously to someone just over Charlie’s shoulder.


  “Excuse me.” Charlie tried to pull her arm from the woman’s grasp, but she just tightened her grip.


  “The auction is starting any minute. You can’t disappear now.”


  Cornelia’s odd behavior peaked Charlie’s curiosity. But not enough to keep her in the ballroom with the likes of Margaret and Mason. “I’m going to powder my nose. How will I attract a husband when it’s all shiny? Cover for me.” She smiled. Cornelia shot her a questioning look as she released her arm. “Thank you.” Charlie made her escape.


  She walked up the flight of stairs that lead to one of the club’s many lavish bathrooms. Frustration propelled Charlie farther down the hallway, through a set of French doors, and out onto a balcony overlooking the lake. The crisp fall air sent shivers dancing across her skin. She wrapped her arms around herself and walked to the edge of the balcony.


  A light breeze caused the candle flames to flicker, making the surface of the lake look like a sea of dancing light. The sight took Charlie’s breath away. Surrounded by the still darkness, away from all the expectations and probing eyes, she could relax for a moment.


  “Hiding from your guests?”


  Charlie whirled around. Her eyes searched the darkness, only seeing the tip of a cigarette glowing red in the shadows. “Who’s there?”


  “You can’t be absent from your own party, Miss Grey,” the deep voice said.


  “It’ll keep while I’m gone.” She could almost make out his outline in the darkness. His sheer size intimidated her.


  “Yes, but I need you inside, not out here.”


  His words made her pause. “You’re Nemo,” she said with certainty.


  “I told you it wasn’t over.” His tone was even and cold. “This won’t end until you go inside and entertain your guests. I need you to keep them out of my way.”


  “What are you going to do?” She imagined all sorts of violent things this man could accomplish with nothing more than his own strength.


  “Don’t worry, Miss Grey. I won’t harm anyone. Go back inside and play your part. By the time your first dance is bought, I’ll be far away from here and you won’t hear from me again.”


  “You never answered my question.”


  “If I told you, I’d have to kill you.” A chuckle. “Or so they used to say in the Old World.”


  “That isn’t an answer,” Charlie hissed.


  “It’s all the answer I’m willing to give. But, like I said, I won’t hurt anyone.”


  “I find that hard to believe.”


  “Trust is a virtue you are sorely lacking, Miss Grey. Unfortunately, in this situation, it is a necessity.”


  “I—”


  “Charlotte? Are you out here?” Cornelia squinted from the doorway, searching the dark balcony. “The auction is starting.”


  “I’m coming.” She shot one more glance in Nemo’s direction. He’d put out the cigarette, making it impossible for her to place him in the shadows. She lowered her voice, careful to keep Cornelia from overhearing. “You have until the first dance is over. After that, I can’t promise you anything.” She started backing toward the door, but a hand clamped around her wrist.


  “Play your part well, Miss Grey.” With a little squeeze, he released her.


  Charlie didn’t waste any time in hurrying back inside.


  Cornelia stood in the hall, her arms crossed under her breasts. “You said you were going to powder your nose,” she accused as they strode back to the ballroom.


  “I needed some air. Anyway, it’s not a big deal. I’ll be back in time for the auction. No harm done.”


  “It is a—”


  “There you are.” Ruth exclaimed as she exited the bathroom. “Your mother looks like she’s about to explode. You need to get back to the party. Come on.” She grabbed Charlie, pulling her down the stairs. Charlie looked back at Cornelia. She stood at the top of the landing, watching them, but not following.


  “Aren’t you coming?” Charlie called.


  Cornelia shook her head. “You’re in good hands. I’ll be in when the dancing starts.”


  Charlie narrowed her eyes, but followed Ruth as they rounded a corner. “Cornelia is acting weird,” she told Ruth. She couldn’t help wondering if it had to do with Nemo, but kept the thought to herself.


  “I’m sure she’s fine. I have something more important to talk to you about.” Ruth’s face flushed with excitement.


  “What is it?”


  Entering the ballroom, Charlie glanced at her mother. Margaret really did look seconds away from a complete meltdown.


  “He’s here.”


  Charlie’s head snapped around, her eyes zeroed in on Ruth. “Who?” She sounded nervous and breathy.


  A look of confusion passed over Ruth’s face. “The guy I was telling you about when we met for lunch. Who did you think I was talking about?”


  “No one.” She almost smiled. The whole Nemo encounter had set her on edge. She needed to calm down.


  “Well, do you want to know who he is or not?”


  Charlie took a deep breath, hoping her heart would stop racing. “Of course I want to know. Where is he?”


  “There, he’s standing with his brother. He’s the taller of the two.”


  Charlie followed Ruth’s gaze across the room. The man’s broad shoulders and straight posture struck Charlie as militaristic. He wore his dark brown hair short and brushed loosely back. He smiled and his whole face lit up.


  “I can see why you like him.” As Charlie watched the two brothers, she noted the family resemblance in their faces.


  “He has an amazing body.” Ruth’s eyes traveled over the taller brother like she was trying to memorize every detail before devouring him whole.


  “I was talking about his smile.”


  “Oh, that’s nice too.” Ruth winked.


  “They look familiar.” Charlie observed, still watching the two brothers.


  “Their father is Councilman McLean from the Texas Province. Logan is twenty-six and Thayer is twenty-eight.” Ruth’s eyes sparkled with mischief. “Either of them would be quite a catch, but Thayer is mine.”


  “You won’t have any competition here. I’m with Drew.” Reminding everyone of her committed relationship was getting tiresome.


  “Speak of the devil,” Ruth murmured as Drew approached. “I’ll let you two chat.” She wasted no time in sashaying over to the McLean brothers.


  Alone, Charlie turned her full attention to Drew. When she had been sitting twenty feet away at the head table, Drew looked like he belonged at the party. Up close, she took in the details— the ill-fitting rental suit, dull shoes, and hair carelessly brushed back— she realizes how misplaced he was. She didn’t care. It was all part of his charm.


  “I’ve been looking for you.” He leaned down, his lips brushing a kiss across her cheek. “Where did you disappear to?” His breath tickled her skin.


  “Just escaping my mother and the latest prospective husband she threw at me.”


  He frowned. “He seemed like a pompous ass.”


  “Most of the men here are pompous asses.” Charlie nudged him playfully.


  Unexpectedly, Drew turned serious. “If I could compete with the rich snobs here, I’d be your first dance.” He shot her a somber look from behind his glasses.


  “You don’t need to buy my dance. I’ll give you the second one for free.” She tried to lighten his serious mood and failed.


  He slouched, running a hand through his hair, making the blond locks stand on end. “Still, I wish I could prove I was worthy of you.”


  “You don’t need to.” Charlie brushed his hair down and leaned in to kiss him.


  “Charlotte!” Margaret barely kept herself from shrieking. She grabbed Charlie by the wrist, pulling her away from Drew.


  “Evening, Mrs. Grey.” Drew offered his hand, but Margaret ignored him.


  She prodded Charlie toward the center of the room. “The auction is about to start,” she hissed, careful to keep a smile on her face. “The man who buys your first dance might very well be your future husband. Stop trying to make a mess of tonight by throwing yourself at that useless boy.” Margaret pulled Charlie into a hug as the gathering crowd watched. “When the bidding starts, look pleased.”


  Charlie fought a scowl as Margaret stepped back, presenting her with a flourish and a bow before exiting the dance floor. A spotlight found her as the rest of the room went dark. The conversations surrounding her tapered off as the crowd turned their attention to Charlie. Her palms began to sweat.


  “Gentlemen, the time has come.” The auctioneer stepped forward, stopping next to her in the circle of light. “You’ve had a chance to see the beautiful Miss Grey. Now let’s find out who can acquire her first dance. The bidding starts at one thousand credits.”


  Charlie couldn’t follow all the shouted offers. Her mind reeled as number after number pushed the bidding up. Rather than attempting to follow the frenzy, she looked into the darkness surrounding her. She could make out the people closest to her. She spotted Drew at the edge of the dance floor.


  Their eyes met and she gave him a sad smile. She hated this tradition because it made her feel like a possession, but Drew hated it because he had no way of participating. It was a game for the rich and he didn’t fit the bill.


  As the minutes ticked by, she felt more and more uncomfortable. The bids rose higher and higher until only two people remained in the bidding war. Charlie couldn’t make either of them out, but she thought one of the voices sounded like Mason Novack. She hoped he wouldn’t win; she didn’t want to spend any more time with him than she already had.


  A minute later, the bidding began to slow down. “We’re at four hundred thousand. Do I hear four fifty?” Silence. “Four hundred thousand going once, twice—”


  “One million.”


  A gasp traveled through the crowd. Charlie could see heads turning as people craned their necks, desperate for a look at whoever made such an outrageous bid.


  “Sold!” The auctioneer cried.


  The lights came back up. Charlie saw every head turned in the same direction. He stood at the back of the crowd with his hands in his pockets and that captivating smile on his face. Thayer McLean had won her first dance.


  Chapter Six


  Charlie’s stomach dropped. Although grateful Mason hadn’t won the bid, she couldn’t help but think of Ruth. She searched for her friend in the crowd and found her standing next to Logan. The shock on Ruth’s face made Charlie’s heart sink. Ruth’s eyes were trained on Thayer as he approached the dance floor. It took a moment, but Ruth finally looked at her. Her eyes glistened with an unmistakable sheen. Charlie tried to convey her sympathy with a look, but Ruth glared before whirling away.


  “Miss Grey.” Thayer stood before her, offering his hand. “Shall we?”


  Up close, Charlie noted his piercing ice blue eyes, strong jaw, and muscled arms. The spicy scent of his soap tickled her nose. He shot her a charming smile that she returned with a pointed glare. She disliked him immediately, for Ruth’s sake.


  She took his hand without a word, allowing him to pull her into his arms. The warmth of his touch on her waist radiated through the thin fabric of her dress, making her hyperaware of his proximity. Charlie couldn’t help comparing his forceful touch to Drew’s tender caresses. Music filled the room and Thayer guided her with ease. He watched her closely as they swayed, but she couldn’t make herself hold his gaze.


  He spoke after a minute of awkward silence, forcing her to look up at him. “I should introduce myself. I’m—”


  “Thayer McLean,” Charlie cut him off. “I know.”


  “Funny, I don’t remember meeting you.”


  “Your father is a member of the Council, like mine. Of course I know who you are.”


  He ignored her terse response. “How are you enjoying your party?”


  “Not at all,” she snapped.


  Thayer’s brows shot up. “Why is that?”


  There were too many answers to that question. If she had to choose one, it would be Margaret. She resented her mother for selling her off like a prized animal. It left her feeling dirty.


  “I don’t like being paraded about and shown off for all the willing buyers.” She shot him a piercing look as he executed a perfect turn. “It’s degrading, no matter how much someone thinks I’m worth.”


  “It is a rather appalling tradition, the more I think about it.” His expression remained impassive, but his eyes sparked with mischief. “I’m sorry you’ve been subjected to it.”


  “Not sorry enough to keep from bidding,” Charlie challenged before he dipped her.


  “No, not that sorry.” When he lifted her back up, their eyes locked. Charlie felt like the temperature in the room had gone up a few degrees. “Your disdain for our boorish traditions isn’t the only thing that has you on edge.”


  Her heart thudded. “What do you mean?”


  “Mason Novack.”


  She laughed in an attempt to cover how uncomfortable his keen observation made her. “What makes you think Mason Novack has anything to do with my enjoyment of the party?”


  “Everyone knows your father wants you to marry him. Anyone watching the two of you could tell you despise the idea. Then, you disappeared.” The accusation in his question could not be mistaken. “Where did you escape to, Miss Grey?”


  Her temperature spiked again under his appraisal. He knew something, but she couldn’t tell what or how much. Lacking information, she deemed lying as her safest course of action. “I went to freshen up. We women need to look beautiful if we’re to catch a husband.”


  “A woman like you doesn’t require help in that area.” Her breath hitched at the unexpected compliment. She searched Thayer’s eyes for any sign of insincerity, but found none. She stumbled and his grip on her tightened, keeping her from falling. He continued like he hadn’t noticed the blunder, “Which begs the question …” He trailed off, leaving his implication hanging in the air between them. If his penetrating gaze met hers again, she worried he would see right through her lies.


  She looked away, still distracted by the idea that this man thought her attractive. With her mind elsewhere, her mouth spoke without her consent. “Maybe not, but in other ways I need more help than you might think.”


  When Thayer inhaled sharply, she realized he’d heard her. She mentally berated herself. She wanted to pull out of his arms and end their dance, but she couldn’t, not without drawing attention. His grip tightened as if sensing her desire to flee, keeping her pressed to him as they moved around the room.


  He leaned down, stopping when his lips were inches from her ear. “What ways?” His breath tickled her neck.


  Her pulse quickened. “I couldn’t tell you.”


  “No?” His voice had a smooth, disarming quality. “You won’t find help unless you ask for it.”


  With her stupid comment, she’d relinquished control of their conversation. She didn’t like being at his mercy. “What makes you think I would ask you? We don’t even know each other.”


  Thayer pulled back and looked her straight in the eye. “Why do you think I bid on the dance?”


  “I assumed you wanted to make a play for my affections. With the outcome of my Determining, I’ve become a hot commodity.” Now that she wasn’t lying, she returned his direct look. “No one has approached me tonight simply for the pleasure of my company. I find it hard to believe that you’d be the first, especially for one million credits.”


  “I never mix business with pleasure, Miss Grey.” A playful spark flashed in his eyes.


  “So which am I?”


  The spark his eyes turned intensified as he studied her. “I haven’t decided yet. But in this moment, you are pure pleasure.”


  The last strains of the song played. With a flourish, Thayer spun her away then back in to him. She came to a stop with her body pressed against his. Both of his hands traveled down to her waist, holding her tight while his eyes drew her in, keeping her there in the middle of the dance floor. Around them the guests applauded, but the blood pumping in her ears made the applause sound far away.


  It took Charlie a moment to snap out of her trance. When she came to her senses, the band had begun to play again. Other couples joined them on the floor, surrounding them with the swish of fabric and hum of conversation.


  “Thank you for the dance, Mr. McLean.” She went to move back, but Thayer wouldn’t release her.


  “No, thank you.” His gaze bored into hers.


  Her skin felt like it was on fire. It took her a moment to snap out of the trance he’d put her in. Back in the present, she remembered Drew. She realized what they must look like, standing so close, and guilt washed over her. “If you’ll excuse me, I promised the next dance to a friend.”


  He nodded and released her waist but captured one of her hands. “Be careful, Miss Grey. As you said, you’re a hot commodity.” His eyes traveled around the room before capturing her again. “You never know who might be waiting to take advantage. Don’t trust anyone.”


  A chill raced across her skin. “What?”


  He didn’t answer her. With one more look, Thayer brushed a kiss across her knuckles and slipped away into the crowd.


  “Wait!” She darted between dancing couples, straining to keep Thayer in her sights. “Mr. McLean!” She’d just made it to the edge of the dance floor when Margaret’s warning tone stopped her.


  “Charlotte.”


  Charlie spared her mother a glance. “Not now.” She stepped forward, intent on following Thayer.


  Margaret grasped her arm, pulling Charlie away from the dance floor. “Don’t you dare make a scene. Not in the middle of the waltz.” The winning smile on her face didn’t match the malice in her voice.


  “I really don’t care about my image right now.” Charlie broke free of Margaret’s grasp but didn’t leave.


  “Start caring.”


  Charlie glanced across the ballroom, searching for Thayer. She spotted him near the band, talking to Cornelia. Both their fathers were Council members, so it wasn’t surprising to see them together. But, after Cornelia following her to the balcony and Thayer’s warning, she couldn’t stop suspicion from filling her.


  “I don’t have the patience for you. I’m leaving,” she declared.


  Margaret grabbed her again, her grip like a vice. “Where could you possibly be going?”


  “I need to speak to someone,” Charlie snapped, trying to pull away.


  “Thayer McLean?” Charlie ignored Margaret’s question. “I can’t believe that horrid display during the auction. Councilman McLean should learn to control his offspring.”


  Charlie scoffed at Margaret, but kept her eyes trained on Cornelia and Thayer. “I thought you would be over here planning our wedding. What other woman can boast that her first dance was auctioned for one million credits? You should be pleased that a single man, better yet a Councilman’s son, took such an interest in me.”


  “He is the wrong Councilman’s son. You should be entertaining Mason Novack.”


  “What, they aren’t rich enough for you?” Charlie’s snide comment was met with a scowl.


  “The McLean’s business is something neither your father nor his partners are interested in, a fact you would do well to remember as the future CEO.”


  “Maybe Richard should be interested. For all we know, the man who bought my first dance might very well be my future husband. Right, Mother?” Charlie pulled her arm free, smirking defiantly at Margaret.


  Margaret grabbed a glass of wine from a passing waiter. She swirled the crimson liquid in her glass before taking a long drink. “I assumed Mason would win.”


  “I hate to tell you this, but now that my Determining is over, you won’t be able to control the outcome of my life.”


  A superior smile appeared on Margaret’s face. “Over? The Determining doesn’t end when you scan your chip in the headmistress’s office. The Determining is every day for the rest of your life. It is the clothes you wear, the place you live, the man you marry.”


  Charlie’s pulse quickened at her mother’s threat. Margaret placed her free hand on Charlie’s shoulders. She leaned in, kissing Charlie on the cheek. The smell of wine on Margaret’s breath made her stomach roll.


  “Look sharp, Mason is coming this way. If he asks you to dance, you will say yes.” She punctuated her command with a sharp, painful squeeze.


  Charlie extricated herself from Margaret’s grip. “I don’t have much choice.”


  “How right you are. Smile. You’ll get wrinkles if you frown too much.”


  Mason appeared before Charlie could respond. “Miss Grey, would you care to dance?”


  She glanced back toward where she’d last seen Thayer and Cornelia. They were gone. Her eyes darted frantically around the room until she spotted them, leaving the ballroom. As they exited, Thayer looked back at her. Their eyes met, then he was gone. It took Charlie a moment to remember that Mason stood in front of her.


  She turned to him. “Thank you, Mr. Novack. I’d love to dance.” As she spoke, she spotted Drew over Mason’s shoulder. She couldn’t get out of dancing with Mason and she tried to convey that with a look as she moved onto the dance floor.


  It took her less than a minute to decide that Mason didn’t improve with a third encounter. It actually seemed that he’d grown more despicable as the evening wore on. Or maybe it was the alcohol. She couldn’t tell for sure.


  “You don’t like me, Miss Grey. It’s written all over your face.” His forthright comment didn’t surprise Charlie.


  “Does that bother you, Mr. Novack?”


  “No. Though I imagine our future marriage will be slightly more tolerable if you at least try. I myself am trying very hard to overlook your faults.” His eyes traveled down to her chest, lingering there.


  Fury rose up in her, and she had the overwhelming urge to slap him. “Any faults I may have are far outdone by your own.”


  He chuckled, flashing a cruel grin. “You look luscious when you’re angry. I’ll have to remember that.”


  Charlie forced herself to take a calming breath, plastering on a serene expression. “Don’t bother. There is no you and I.”


  “I doubt you’ll be given much of a choice.” The smirk on his face begged her to hit him. Hard.


  “You must have forgotten that the Compatibility test requires consent. I choose who goes with me and I won’t choose you.”


  Now Mason looked amused. “When you’ve exhausted all your options, I’ll be here waiting.”


  “You’re an idiot. Why would you bother waiting?” Charlie was honestly perplexed. “I’ve made it clear that I don’t want you. Why waste your time?”


  “It’s simple. We belong together.” Charlie couldn’t contain the burst of laughter that erupted from deep within her chest. “Laugh if you want, but you’ll see. I’m the heir to Novack Enterprises and you’re the heir to Grey Technology. Combined, we’ll have almost unlimited control. There are people in high places that have made it their business to ensure our companies join together. We are an inevitability.”


  “I’m assuming the people in high places you’re referring to are the Council members.” When Mason didn’t contradict her, she continued. “I know about the corruption in the Council, but I also know that every member is looking out for himself. They wouldn’t allow two members to have so much control. They won’t give up their power just like that.”


  Mason shook his head. “You really are as naïve as everyone thinks.”


  Charlie wouldn’t put up with his arrogance anymore. “I make up for any naїvety with sheer stubbornness.” With as much force as she could muster, Charlie stomped the heel of her shoe onto Mason’s toes.


  His face turned purple and contorted with pain as he hopped on one foot. “What the hell?” He spat at her.


  “Thank you for the dance, Mr. Novack.” Charlie brushed pasted him, trying to ignore the shocked looks the other dancers shot at her. When she spotted Margaret waiting for her wearing an expression of pure rage, she walked in the opposite direction.


  Charlie’s feet carried her to a relatively quiet corner of the ballroom. She didn’t notice Ruth until they stood less than a yard apart. Ruth’s eyes were glassy, bringing Charlie’s guilt rushing back. She didn’t know what to say. They stood in silence, watching one another. The music swelled to a crescendo as the band played their final note. In seconds, they began an upbeat swing number.


  Not knowing what else to do, Charlie moved to stand beside Ruth. She looked out over the ballroom. Couples twirled to the music, groups of people chatted at tables, and nearly everyone wore a smile. She observed the array of colors on the dance floor. It looked like a rainbow swirling under the warm lantern lights. The movement was starting to make her dizzy when Ruth broke the silence.


  “Thanks for asking how I feel. I’m fine, by the way. The fact that the man I’m expected to marry just paid one million credits to dance with you doesn’t bother me at all.”


  Charlie sighed in exasperation. “You’re crazy if you think I was happy to auction off my first dance. And I didn’t ask Thayer to bid; he did that on his own.”


  “Well, you didn’t have to enjoy it so much.” Ruth crossed her arms, but her eyes weren’t shooting daggers anymore.


  “I couldn’t help myself. Like you said, he has a really nice body.” Charlie joked.


  “You think this is funny, don’t you?” Ruth scowled.


  The question surprised Charlie. “I don’t find this funny at all.”


  “Then why are you making jokes? Do you know how much pressure my parents are putting on me to marry Thayer?” Her head whipped to face Charlie, making a few of her lose, red curls swing. “I shouldn’t be surprised that you don’t understand.” She gave a humorless laugh. “The Determining might consider you an adult at twenty, but you’re still just a spoiled child. You have no idea.”


  Charlie stiffened. “Don’t start with that. If anyone understands, it’s me.”


  Ruth kept talking, like she hadn’t heard a word. “I’m almost twenty-two and I’m finishing University soon. If I graduate without getting engaged, I’ll have to put my name in the Lottery.” Her voice lowered to a hiss. “That would be degrading. A woman like me shouldn’t have to lower herself to the type of man I’d get out of a Lottery marriage.”


  Charlie remembered the last affluent girl who resorted to a Lottery marriage and shuddered. Once it came out that her husband had been selected randomly using the Lottery program, she’d been shunned. Society considered it a mark of shame when one relied on a computer program rather than their own appeal to find a partner. Thinking of Ruth taking on that shame made her cringe.


  “I’m sorry you’re under so much pressure, but I don’t know why you’re so upset with me. I’m not trying to steal Thayer from you. And it was one dance, it didn’t mean anything.”


  Ruth laughed in disbelief. “He spent one million credits on you. That has to mean something.”


  “Ruth, you don’t know if you two are Compatible. You aren’t even in a relationship with him.”


  “That’s the point! I’m supposed to be winning him over and now he’s bidding on a dance with you.”


  “What did you want me to do, refuse to dance with him?”


  Ruth stood quietly, her body deflating as if the will to fight had left her. “I don’t know what to do. Not after he’s shown interest in you.”


  “I don’t know if this will make things better, but I don’t think he liked me.” Charlie thought of him complimenting her and blushed at her blatant lie. “Anyway, I hate to keep reminding everyone but I’m dating—”


  “Would you shut up about your charity case boyfriend? No one cares. And back to the topic of compatibility, when did you and Drew get tested?”


  The sudden turn in conversation startled Charlie. “We aren’t at that point yet.”


  “Then why the hell do you keep bringing him up?” Ruth paused before her face morphed into a cruel sneer. “Did you two sleep together?”


  Charlie reared back. “You know what happens to people who sleep together without getting tested.” Everyone knew that consummating an Incompatible relationship meant a one-way ticket to the islands. The government wouldn’t risk the spread of disease or the melding of conflicting DNA. No matter how passionate their moments together, neither Drew nor Charlie were willing to risk exile.


  Ruth chuckled, unconvinced. “You did, I can see it in your eyes! I hope he was good. If he wasn’t, you’ll have wasted your life for nothing.”


  Charlie fought to keep from slapping Ruth. She curled her hands into tight fists, focusing on holding them by her sides.


  Taking a deep breath, Charlie spoke in a warning tone. “Get this straight, Ruth: just because you can’t find a man to deal with all your shit doesn’t mean you can take it out on me. The fact that you’re single is your fault, not mine.” The moment the words left her mouth, she regretted them. But, after the night she’d had, she couldn’t bring herself to apologize.


  Surprise and hurt played across Ruth’s face in quick succession before her features settled on rage. “Watch yourself, Charlotte. I’m not someone you want as an enemy.”


  “Well, you clearly don’t want to be my friend. What other choice do I have?” Charlie spun on her heel, intent on walking away, when gunshots rang out over the music.


  Frantic screams and panicked shouts pierced the air. She stood frozen in place. Her eyes darted around the room, seeing but not comprehending. Her mother’s face, Drew, colored skirts, guards rushing into the room, and then the man. When her eyes fell on him, her mind focused.


  He stood on the bandstand next to a microphone. He held Councilman Zeidler in front of him, gun digging in the Councilman’s back. Dark circles framed the gunman’s resolute eyes and his cheeks looked hollowed out. A few days worth of stubble shadowed his face. Compared to the immaculately groomed men in the room, these details distinguished him but hardly made him stand out. If it weren’t for the weapon in his hand and the bulletproof vest beneath his dress jacket, he would have appeared normal. Forgettable.


  The hand holding the pistol extended upwards, pointing toward the ceiling. He squeezed the trigger. A lantern overhead crackled with sparks. They rained down on the gunman, but it didn’t faze him. He looked down from the stage at the crowd of guests that ran about in a chaotic jumble. A frown crossed his face and he pulled the trigger again. The bullet hit another lantern, sending more sparks cascading to the ground.


  “Be quiet and stand still,” he shouted, the microphone amplifying the command. In an instant, the guests slowed their movements, swallowing their cries. “Much better.”


  The voice was wrong to be Nemo’s. It wasn’t deep enough. But that didn’t mean this man wasn’t connected to him. Charlie’s fists clenched. Betrayal pulsed though her as she watched the scene unfold. She’d been an idiot to believe the stranger. Now it was too late to do anything other than watch.


  His eyes roamed over the crowd. Every few seconds he would pause over a single person. He seemed to be memorizing every detail, then without warning would look away. After a moment, his eyes fell on her. A wide smile pulled at his mouth, sending a chill rushing down her spine.


  “Miss Grey, if you would join me on stage.” He waved her forward with his gun hand.


  Charlie looked around for a guard. She spotted a group of them congregated by the door. They eyed the gunman, speaking in hushed voices. They couldn’t do anything until the man released Councilman Zeidler and they knew it.


  She didn’t know how, but her feet carried her forward. The sea of guests parted, providing her with a straight path to the stage. She’d crossed half of the dance floor when someone called to her from the crowd.


  She turned and saw Drew at the edge of the assembly. His face looked white and his eyes widened with fear. “Charlie … .”


  She sent him a reassuring smile but didn’t stop, even when he reached out for her. Her feet carried her closer to the shooter despite the fear racing though her veins. As she was about to climb the few steps to the bandstand, a hand grabbed her. Charlie glanced behind her, expecting to find see Drew but finding a guard instead.


  “I wouldn’t do that.” The shooter’s voice warned.


  The guard didn’t seem to notice. “Miss Grey.” The words held a question, as if asking her what she was thinking.


  Despite her fear, Charlie pulled her hand away. “I’ll be fine.” She could tell from his eyes that he didn’t believe her but he didn’t try to stop her as she continued up the steps. On the stage, she paused a few feet away from the man.


  He frowned. “Closer, Miss Grey.”


  Charlie inched forward and the man’s frown deepened, impatient. He moved toward her, released Zeidler, grabbed her wrist, and pulled her back with him toward the microphone. Zeidler didn’t spare a second to even glance at Charlie before scurrying off the stage and into the crowd.


  “That’s better. You’re much prettier than that old bastard.”


  This close to him, Charlie could detect the scent of charcoal, pine, and earth clinging to his clothes. “What do you want?” The microphone picked up her voice, throwing it out across the ballroom.


  With his free hand, he leaned toward the microphone, speaking into it. “I want to make a point. Answer one question for me.”


  Charlie glared. “Fine.”


  “Are you happy with your Determining?” He held the microphone in front of her mouth, waiting for her answer.


  Charlie’s heart skipped a beat. She looked out at the party guests, all who watched her with horrified fascination. She spotted Richard in the crowd, his jaw tense. He gave a slight twitch. “Of course.” Her voice came out strong and steady.


  The gunman shook his head in mock disappointment. “Come now, Miss Grey, let’s be honest with each other. Let me ask you again.” He lifted the pistol, pointing it at her head. “Are you happy with your Determining?”


  Charlie turned and looked past the weapon, straight into his eyes. “You already know the answer.”


  “Yes, I do.” He watched her for a moment then lowered the gun, but kept it trained on her. “And now they do, too.” Charlie looked out toward the guests. Every one of them stood frozen with eyes riveted on her and her captor. She looked back to him when he spoke again. “Would you like to hear a secret?” Charlie didn’t respond. “I’m not happy with my Determining, either. But there is nothing to be done about it. It’s legally binding.”


  “What use is holding me at gunpoint if you know nothing will change for you?”


  “The future isn’t written in stone. Nor is it encoded on a chip.” Something close to sympathy filled his eyes, catching Charlie off guard. “Our lives are Determined, but that won’t stop a change from coming.”


  “And how is this going to help?” She nodded toward the gun.


  He startled her by pushing the microphone, stand and all, down on the stage. The loud thump crackled over the speakers. He leaned in, whispering in her ear: “I’m not the one making the change. I’m the diversion.”


  Suddenly, he pushed her to the ground. In the hand that had held her moments before, he held a smoke grenade. Before any of the guards could react, he pulled the pin, throwing the grenade into the crowd. In seconds, the room filled with red smoke.


  The gunman squatted next to Charlie. “Nemo thanks you for your help.” Then he disappeared into the red cloud.


  Chapter Seven


  “Nemo thanks you for your help.”


  The words distracted Charlie from the frantic shouts echoing from the smoke. She needed to know what was going on, what Nemo had planned. But the gunman had vanished.


  “Miss Grey.”


  Charlie focused on the woman crouching in front of her. She looked a few years older than her and wore the dark blue uniform of a medic.


  “Are you hurt?” Her eyes traveled over Charlie, looking for any sign of injury.


  “No, I’m fine.”


  The smoke began to clear behind the woman. Charlie could just make out the forms of City Guards and medics swarming into the room.


  “I need to check you. Just in case.” The woman laced her voice with a soothing tone.


  Charlie glanced back at her. “I told you, I’m fine. I just want to find my family.”


  “They’re being taken care of. This will only take a moment.”


  She held a scanner in her hand. Before Charlie could react, the woman reached out and grabbed her arm. A pulsing blue light illuminated her skin. Not only did her chip contain all her medical records, it also monitored her body for any irregularities. It would know if her blood pressure was high, if she was pregnant, whether she had sustained any internal injuries, and a number of other pieces of information that would be vital in a trauma situation.


  The smoke dissipated enough for Charlie to clearly make out other people in the room. She watched a nearby medic as he went from person to person, scanning their chips and moving on. Her eyes flicked back to the woman before her, an uneasy feeling curling around her stomach.


  “Is it supposed to take this long?”


  The medic shot her a reassuring smile. “Don’t worry, the scan is almost complete.”


  “Why is my scan taking so long?”


  “This scanner has been acting up; it must need a software upgrade.” The woman gave her an apologetic smile. “Damn technology.”


  Charlie looked back to the other medics. Their scanners were all working fine. Then she noticed that the light their scanners emitted was red, not blue. Something wasn’t right about this. Charlie tried to pull her wrist back, but the woman wouldn’t let her go.


  “You aren’t a medic.”


  The reassuring expression faded. “No, I’m not.”


  Panic made Charlie’s heart race. She fought harder to escape from the woman’s grip. “Let me go,” she hissed.


  “I can’t do that, Miss Grey.”


  “You’re working with Nemo.” The medic gave no reply, didn’t even flinch at the accusation. “What are you doing to my chip?”


  The scanner beeped and the blue light disappeared. “Thank you again, Miss Grey.”


  Charlie wasn’t going to let her get away. She launched herself at the imposter. They ended up on the floor in a heap of arms and legs. Charlie tried to pin the woman to the ground, but the fabric of her dress limited her range of motion. She ended up face down with the assailant sitting on top of her. Charlie bucked wildly but couldn’t unseat her.


  “Tell me what you want from me.” The woman’s weight cut off Charlie’s air supply, making her voice come out strained.


  “Be a good girl and don’t say anything to the City Guard.”


  “Don’t count on it,” Charlie spat.


  The woman leaned down, hissing in her ear. “The only reason you’re still alive is because we were given orders not to kill you. If you tell anyone what happened tonight, those orders won’t mean anything. Keep that in mind when the detectives question you.” Charlie felt a sharp pain in her head and her vision went blurry. When her sight cleared, the woman was gone, replaced by a man. A real medic this time. The nametag pinned to his uniform read Nolan Smith.


  “Are you hurt?” He reached for his scanner. Within seconds, it processed the information on her chip.


  “My head hurts.”


  Nolan glanced down at the tablet attached to the scanner. “You aren’t registering a concussion. The pain will subside.” Something on the tablet made him pause. He looked back at her, eyes wide. “You’re Miss Charlotte Grey?”


  “Yes.” Charlie answered tentatively.


  “I need you to come with me.” He reached for her. She shrunk back. She’d been grabbed one too many times tonight. He pulled his hand away. “I won’t hurt you.”


  “Where do you want to take me?”


  “The City Guards need to question you about the gunman. We were given orders to bring you to the commander if we found you.” He grabbed his pack, gesturing for her to follow him.


  Charlie scanned the crowd, trying to spot familiar faces as they walked toward the exit. She saw no sign of Drew or her parents, but she knew they had to be there. Ruth sat at a table with a few other women. She expected Ruth to glare, but when their eyes met she saw only shock in her friend’s eyes.


  At the ballroom doors, two intimidating City Guards stopped Charlie and Nolan. “You can’t leave until you’ve been processed.”


  “This is Charlotte Grey,” Nolan explained.


  Both guards turned to Charlie. “I still need to scan you for identification,” one said, studying her.


  Charlie offered up her wrist to the guard nearest her. He scanned her chip, then nodded. “You’re all set, Miss Grey.”


  The scene outside the ballroom mirrored the one inside. Medics tended to anyone with injuries while the City Guards took statements from the few guests and staff who hadn’t been inside the ballroom during the incident.


  Nolan stopped one of the guards. “Where is the detective in charge?” The guard nodded to a man standing across the room speaking with one of the private security guards. “I’ll be right back.”


  Charlie watched Nolan walk across the room. He spoke to an older man for a moment before turning around and pointing to her. He received a pat on the back before the man ambled over to her.


  He stood no taller than Charlie, but his commanding presence made her feel like he towered above her. He extended his hand. “Miss Grey, I’m Detective Benton.”


  She gave his hand a firm shake. The fake medic’s warning still lingered in the back of her mind. “Should we get down to business, detective?” She spoke with self-assurance, refusing to be intimidated.


  He nodded. “If you’ll follow me.”


  
    ~

  


  Charlie pointed a remote toward the television. The screen hummed and came to life. She started surfing through the channels, searching for any news about her party. After a minute of clicking from channel to channel, she stopped. A female anchor spoke. On the right of the screen was a picture of Richard with the caption, “Political or Personal Attack?”


  Settling into the couch, her eyes remained glued to the broadcast.


  “…Guards were called to the Portestas Country Club. The club, which was hosting the coming-out ball for Councilman Grey’s daughter, Charlotte, was stormed by a group of armed terrorists.” Clips of terrified guest stumbling from the country club replaced the anchor while she continued speaking. “Although the exact number is unknown, eyewitnesses have confirmed that at least one gunman managed to gain entry into the ballroom where the party was being held. A number of personal security guards were subdued during the incident, leading officials to believe the gunman had additional help when he entered the ballroom.”


  The screen changed to a shot of the City Guards surrounding the club. “Witnesses tell us the man, who is still unidentified, held Miss Grey at gunpoint before utilizing a smoke grenade to escape. Officials are still attempting to uncover the motive behind the gunman’s actions. If anyone has information pertaining to this investigation, you are encouraged to contact authorities.


  “This incident has come at an ideal time for Grey Technology’s new product launch. The company plans to unveil their chip software update at New York’s Technologies Expo this summer. The software is rumored to be a security upgrade that would prevent—” Charlie turned off the television.


  Closing her eyes, she submitted to the crippling exhaustion that had been building since “the incident.” Despite all attempts to rest, her racing thoughts wouldn’t slow down long enough to let sleep come. Her mind traveled back, reviewing the previous night’s events. Foremost, Nemo’s plan with the gunman. Why had he needed a distraction? And what about the woman who’d scanned her chip?


  “Miss Grey?” Charlie’s eyes snapped open. Constance stood in the doorway. “Mr. Campbell is here to see you.”


  “You can show him in.” She stifled a yawn. “And would you bring some coffee?”


  Constance disappeared with a nod. A moment later, Drew took her place in the doorway. He looked as tired as she felt. His thick glasses couldn’t hide the dark circles under his eyes or the serious look on his face.


  “Hey there, beautiful,” he said.


  Charlie rolled her eyes, patting the space next to her on the couch. He walked over and settled in, wrapping his arm around her waist.


  “Enough of your lies. I look like I’ve been run over and we both know it. The only way I could look worse is if I’d actually been shot last night.” She almost laughed, but a shadow passed over his face, closing her throat.


  “What were you thinking, walking up on the stage like that?” He pulled her closer, as if afraid she might disappear.


  “He was looking for me in the crowd. It was better to give him what he wanted than to force his hand.”


  “He had a gun, Charlotte!”


  “I’d rather he shoot me than an innocent person. He might have shot you.”


  Drew sighed in frustration, running a hand through his hair. Charlie could tell he wanted to say something. He kissed her forehead before pulling her into his lap, circling his arms around her.


  “Don’t ever do that. You are far more important than I will ever be.”


  She nestled her head into the crook of his neck. “Just because I’m a Councilman’s daughter doesn’t mean I’m important.”


  “That’s not what I meant.” He spoke softly, his hand rubbing her back.


  “Then what did you mean?” She could sense the argument coming.


  “You know,” he hedged.


  She sat up and his hand stopped rubbing her back. “No, say it.”


  Drew was quiet for a minute, reluctant to speak. “Your Determining has put you in a position to do great things. I know you don’t want to end up like your father, but that doesn’t mean you can’t use this situation to do something amazing.”


  Charlie slid off of Drew’s lap, settling herself on the opposite end of the couch. “Why can’t you let this go? Why is it so important that I accept this willingly?”


  He fidgeted. “You’re going to get mad.”


  She crossed her arms over her chest and glared. “I’m already mad.”


  She could see Drew gathering his resolve. He looked her dead in the eyes. “I believe in the system. You know it’s what saved me from a life in the slums, gave me a chance to be better. I can provide for my family now.”


  “I’m glad you can provide, but that’s never been my future.” She gestured around the room. “I have everything I need, but I still feel empty. I don’t want to accept another thing that I know will leave me unfulfilled.”


  The door opened and Constance walked in with coffee. Charlie let Drew take her hand in his. He traced the outline of her fingers gingerly with his thumb as they watched Constance.


  She set the tray down and addressed Charlie. “Can I get you anything else?”


  “No. Thank you.”


  Constance inclined her head and left, closing the door behind her. They sat there in silence. Charlie’s thoughts drifted to her future. Could she really just follow her Determining without question, as Drew asked? She didn’t think so, but she forced herself to consider the possibility anyway. She saw herself sitting behind a desk, conducting meetings, approving new projects, and making a fortune for no other reason than she was a Grey. It would be a secure life, but she’d always feel something missing.


  She looked at this future from every angle, searching for some redemption in it and finding none.


  Drew spoke, breaking into her thoughts. “What do you want?”


  The question caught her off guard. “What?”


  He turned, caressing her face. “If working for your father won’t fulfill you, what will?”


  There it was, the question even she didn’t know the answer to. Her body tensed, as it always did when she tried to puzzle this very thing out. “It sounds stupid, but I don’t know.” She sighed in frustration. “All I know is I want to have the opportunity to find out on my own. To try different things. Fail at them, even.” The defeat and anxiety she felt must have read in her eyes because Drew didn’t press the issue, just pulled her into his embrace.


  She settled into the safety of Drew’s arms, resting her once scarred cheek on his chest. He pressed a gentle kiss on the top of her head. She closed her eyes, listening to the steady beat of his heart and the whoosh of air as he breathed. These sounds created a comforting background noise that allowed her thoughts to wander away from her future.


  She focused on Nemo, replaying the last few weeks and searching her mind for a clue that would tell her what he was doing. Her mind sifted through the memories, looking for something that might shed light on the situation. A flash of Cornelia at the coffee shop, her eyes betraying a moment of cold anger, popped into her mind. Following closely behind, the memory of Cornelia’s anxious face at the party right before she encountered Nemo.


  Charlie couldn’t prove that Cornelia knew about Nemo, not without asking her outright, which wasn’t an option. She didn’t know if Cornelia possessed the information she wanted. Even if she knew something, Charlie doubted she would share the truth. Her thoughts ran through everyone she’d seen at the party, trying to find something, anything.


  “Tell me about last night.” Drew’s whispered request startled her.


  “What do you want to know?”


  “The man who bought your dance. Who was he?”


  The question didn’t surprise her. Growing up in the slums conditioned Drew to value and protect what was his. Charlie didn’t like thinking of herself as his possession, but she understood the mindset.


  “His name is Thayer McLean. His father is the Councilman from Texas.”


  “You knew him, before last night?”


  “I’ve seen him before, but we never met formally.”


  “Then why did he bid on the dance?” She didn’t miss his resentment.


  Charlie didn’t know what to say. The memory of Thayer’s cryptic response to that very question came flooding into her mind. I never mix business with pleasure. The words sent tingles rushing down her spine.


  “I don’t know.” She was thankful that her voice didn’t give away the confusion coursing through her. Thayer was an enigma.


  “I watched you dancing with him. You seemed very comfortable for two people who’d just met,” Drew accused.


  “We were dancing, that’s it.” Sitting up, Charlie looked him in the eye. “Don’t do this, Drew. I love you, and one dance with a stranger won’t change that.” She fought to keep the annoyance out of her voice.


  Drew ran his hands through his hair, knocking his glasses askew as he did. “I don’t doubt that you love me. I doubt that I’m good enough to deserve your love. And my doubt is only compounded by the fact that your parents don’t approve of us.”


  “They don’t have to approve. I want to be with you, that’s all that matters.” She reached out, giving his hand a reassuring squeeze.


  He gave her a halfhearted smile, squeezing her hand in return. “That won’t always be the only factor in play. We have our Compatibility to consider.”


  Charlie took a moment to gather her courage before asking the question that burned on the edge of her tongue. “Do you want to get tested?”


  He sucked in a breath, his hand in hers tensing. “If we want to continue this relationship, I think that we need to start considering it.”


  Charlie didn’t want to discuss this anymore. She shifted uncomfortably. “We haven’t had a chance to talk about University. Are you excited for our first semester?”


  Drew seemed grateful for the new topic. He nodded. “I can’t believe we’re both going to KU. I feel like, for the moment, our lives are headed in that same direction.”


  The sound of the door being thrown open startled Charlie and Drew. She whirled around. Richard stood in the doorway, looking furious.


  “Mr. Campbell, I need to speak with my daughter.”


  Charlie glared at Richard then turned to face Drew. “Can you wait for me in the library?”


  Drew nodded and stood. He skirted past Richard, making his escape.


  When she was sure Drew was out of earshot, she spoke. “What do you want?”


  “Why is that boy in my house?” Richard scowled, not moving from his place near the door.


  “Drew is my boyfriend. He came over to make sure I was okay after what happened last night, which is more than you’ve done. I haven’t even seen you since I was held at gunpoint.”


  “I don’t owe you any explanations.”


  His coarse reply didn’t surprise her. “No, but I thought that my own father would be concerned.”


  “A situation you placed yourself in willingly.” Richard dismissed her comment with a flick of his hand.


  She gaped at him. “The gunman wanted me. It came down to giving in or letting others get hurt in my place. I didn’t have an option.”


  “A few casualties are acceptable collateral. Keep that in mind for the future.”


  Charlie laughed in disbelief. “And you wonder why I don’t want to be like you.” She stood up, walking toward the door. “Excuse me, Drew is waiting.”


  Richard moved to block her exit. “I haven’t finished with you.”


  “Well, I’m finished with you.”


  Richard reared back like he would strike her. Charlie looked him in the eye, refusing to allow the fear gnawing at her show. Her gaze dispelled some of his anger. Rather than hit her, he grabbed her face, turning it so the cheek he’d injured faced him. He used his other hand to trace the line of it down her cheekbone toward her mouth. “I can easily give you one to match on the other cheek.”


  Charlie’s breath came out in quick gasps. “I’m not afraid of you.”


  He squeezed her face and she let out a little cry. “You should be. I hold your life in my hands. I believe that earns me a level of respect.” His eyes darkened and a sick smile curled his lips. It didn’t matter that he was her father; he would ruin her if she crossed him. In that moment, the fear stabbing her chest turned to pure terror.


  Just when she thought her jaw would break, Richard released her. She stumbled back, hand holding her tender face. “What did you want to say?” Pain pulsed, making her voice waver.


  “I’ve entered into negotiations with Councilman Novack and his son. We’re planning the merging of our companies through your marriage to Mason.” His stare challenged her to argue.


  “We might not be Compatible.” Charlie grasped at straws.


  He smirked. “I’ll make sure you’re Compatible.”


  The world seemed to slow down as all the pieces clicked into place. Why hadn’t she seen it before? If Richard rigged her Determining, of course he’d do the same with her and Mason’s Compatibility test. There seemed to be no way out of the marriage.


  “I guess I don’t have a choice, then.” She laced her tone with all the bitterness and rage she felt. There has to be a way around this. Think!


  Richard crossed his arms, looking pleased with himself.


  “Are we getting tested?”


  “As a formality, yes. The lawyers are going through the contract now. If both sides agree to the terms we’ll have you tested as soon as next month.”


  “And if the terms aren’t agreed on?”


  “They will be.”


  Her heart sank. A month. That was all she had left of her life.


  “Don’t worry, I’ll make sure your mother has enough time to plan the perfect wedding.” The taunt stung.


  With nothing left to say, Charlie headed to the door, but Richard spoke before she could escape.


  “Enjoy your freedom while you still have it. I hear Mason likes to keep his women … compliant.”


  Charlie flew out of the room and up the stairs. She slammed the library door behind her, startling Drew.


  He jumped up from an armchair and hurried over to her. “What happened?”


  “He’s forcing me to marry Mason Novack.” Speaking the words aloud caused them to sink in. Frustrated tears stung the back of her eyes.


  “He can’t do that. What about compatibility?” Panic contorted Drew’s face.


  She scoffed. “Don’t you get it by now? The chip and all the rules that come with it don’t matter to my father. This is how I ended up on a fast track to becoming the CEO of Grey Technology when I failed every business course I ever took.”


  “How can he get around the rules?” Drew’s brows furrowed behind his glasses.


  “Drew, my father’s company wrote the program that controls the chip.” She started pacing. “He obviously made sure the program included a backdoor.”


  His mouth dropped open in astonishment. “He can’t do that. The law says—”


  “Who wrote the laws?”


  “The Council.” She gave him a pointed look. “Oh.”


  Charlie crossed the room, dropping down onto a window seat. “There’s nothing I can do. I could be engaged to Mason within a week.” Tears pooled at the corners of her eyes. She blinked them back, refusing to let them fall.


  Drew sat down next to her, taking her hand in his. “We can figure this out. There has to be some kind of loophole we can exploit.”


  She shook her head. “I’ve been going over it in my head since before the party, when my mother started talking about the marriage. I can’t think of any way around this.” Heavy silence settled over them.


  “You could marry me instead.” Drew’s voice shook with nerves.


  Her head snapped toward him. He stared out the window, ignoring her gaze. “Are you serious?”


  “Well, you can’t marry Mason if you’re already married to me.” He still wouldn’t look at her.


  It seemed too simple to work. “What if my father rigs our test?”


  Drew’s forehead creased as hurt filled his eyes. “If you don’t want to marry me, say so. I would understand.”


  “No, I do. I want to marry you.” She squeezed his hand. “I just wish it didn’t have to be … like this.”


  He turned from the window, looking at her. “I know the timing is awful and I don’t have a ring, but will you marry me, Charlotte?”


  Charlie considered the proposal. She always thought she and Drew would get married someday, but not this soon. Not because of the sword hanging above their heads, propelling them into action. They didn’t have any assurance this would work. But, she needed to decide. Would saying yes be worth the backlash?


  She looked into his warm brown eyes. The love she saw disarmed her. The tears she’d fought back now slid down her cheeks.


  “Yes.”


  Chapter Eight


  “Miss Grey.” Carlton, Margaret’s driver, gave Charlie a polite nod as he looked into the town car at her.


  The urge to command him to close the door and take her back to the townhouse was overwhelming. Stepping out of the car signified that she’d accepted her father’s vision for her life. Nothing could be farther from the truth. But, with no other options left, she had to step forward, even if it was grudgingly.


  Crisp fall air greeted her, the breeze playing with the few strands of hair that had escaped her ponytail. The sun attempted to warm her skin, but it lacked the necessary strength. She turned to Carlton.


  “I’ll meet you back here at four.”


  He nodded, his face remaining stoic. “Have a good day, miss.”


  She thanked him and started toward her first class before her brain convinced her to get back in the car.


  Her eyes took in everything as she crossed campus, but she was careful to keep the look of slack-jawed awe from her face. Though the campus was new, it had been built to resemble the prestigious universities of the Old World. She was used to stark, sleek buildings. There brick structures more closely resembled the old churches. White pillars and cobblestone sidewalks made Charlie feel like she’d taken a step into the past.


  “Charlie!” The voice pulled her attention away from the setting around her. She spotted Drew hurrying toward her, messenger bag slung across his shoulder and hair still wet from a shower.


  She slowed and waited for him to catch up. The moment he was close enough, her hand wound about his. “Shouldn’t you be on your way to class?”


  “What kind of fiancé would I be if I didn’t walk you to class on your first day?” He squeezed her hand.


  The word fiancé made her uneasy and she couldn’t pinpoint why. “I’ll feel bad if you’re late.” She glanced down at her phone, checking the time.


  “Don’t worry about it.” A frown pulled his mouth down. He glanced at their hands. “You aren’t wearing the ring.”


  A month had passed since she’d agreed to marry him. Last week he’d presented her with a ring: two silver bands twisting around one another, nestling a small round diamond between them. It wasn’t flashy and her mother would turn up her nose at it, but Charlie liked it well enough. She’d slipped it onto a chain, which hung securely around her neck.


  In three days, if everything went according to plan, the ring would move from her neck to her finger and neither Richard nor Margaret would be able to say anything about it. If everything went as planned. Charlie didn’t want to hold on such a slim chance, but every time she looked at the ring she couldn’t escape the hope that washed over her. This had to work.


  She touched the cool metal through her shirt. “I’m wearing it, just not on my finger.” The frown remained on his face. “I have to keep it hidden from my parents. We can’t risk Richard finding out and trying to stop us.”


  Drew’s jaw clenched. “I wish we didn’t have to be so secretive. I want our parents to celebrate this.” He ran a hand through his hair, his nervous tick.


  They’d reached her first class and stopped by the building’s steps. Charlie faced him, taking both his hands in hers. “We can celebrate with your family once the Compatibility test is over.” Rising up onto her toes, she brushed her lips across his. “Now, get going or you’ll be late.”


  He slipped one hand around her waist and pulled her closer, capturing her in another kiss. This one held all his frustration and made her arms break out in goose bumps. His tongue danced with hers, making her toes curl with pleasure. His other hand caressed her cheek. When they finally broke apart, she was out of breath and her lips were tender.


  The tension in Drew’s face had obviously lessened. “Have a good day.” He walked away before she could reply.


  It took her a moment to bring her focus back from the kiss. She glanced around, conscious of how public their display of affection had been. No one seemed to have noticed the kiss, much to her relief. Shaking the moment off, she faced the brick building and took a step forward.


  The beginning of her end.


  
    ~

  


  Two days into University, and already the professors had inundated her with papers. Seeing the workload, Charlie regretted opting for the six-month graduation program. She’d anticipated the rigorous pace, but wished the classes were more enjoyable. After a few days, she decided it would be enough to just get through.


  Her phone buzzed on the desk, cutting into her thoughts. Drew’s name appeared on the screen.


  -Are we still set for tomorrow morning?


  Charlie smiled at the text. She could picture Drew pacing in his apartment, the anticipation eating away at him.


  -I’ll see you here at 10:00. Stop pacing and go to bed.


  She set her phone down, returning to her paper. Her fingers flew over the keyboard attached to the tablet. The click of the keys helped her settle into a rhythm and soon she lost herself in the flow of writing.


  When the phone vibrated again, Charlie jolted in her seat. She tried to ignore it and finish her thought, but it vibrated continually, indicating a call rather than a text. She picked up without looking at the caller ID.


  “I thought I told you to go to bed,” she teased.


  “It’s Ruth.”


  They hadn’t spoken since her coming-out party and didn’t know what to say. “I hadn’t expected to hear from you,” she finally responded.


  “I’ve been a terrible friend. I should have called after the incident at the party. But, after what happened between us …” Ruth trailed off. The remorse in her voice threatened to chip away at the protective wall Charlie had thrown up after their fight.


  “Well, I’m fine.” Charlie’s words came out clipped.


  “I’m glad.” Heavy silence filled the empty space between them. Ruth broke the silence first. “I’m sorry for how I reacted to the dance. I was an idiot. I shouldn’t have blown everything up.”


  The apology melted the last of Charlie’s anger, leaving behind an ache in its place. “It’s okay. We’re both under pressure”


  “You’re a better friend than I deserve.” Another silence fell between them. “So, what happened after the gunman disappeared?”


  The woman posing as a medic flashed into Charlie’s mind. “Nothing. I talked to the Guard and went home.” The lie rolled off her tongue.


  “Have you heard anything from the Guard since?”


  “I’m not being kept in the loop. My father knows something, but he hasn’t said anything to me. They’d tell me if I were in imminent danger, I hope.”


  Ruth’s questions were beginning to make her uncomfortable. She couldn’t tell if this was Ruth’s awkward attempt at conversation or if she was digging for information.


  “I’ve asked my father, but he hasn’t said anything either,” Ruth confessed.


  “How like them, keeping information from us.” Charlie tried to sound joking. “I guess we’ll find out more when the general population does.”


  “I’m sure.” Ruth didn’t sound convinced. “What else has been going on since the party?”


  “I started classes this week. Right now I’m just trying to keep my head above water,” Charlie offered, wondering how she could cut the call short.


  “You’ll do fine. You were always good in school. Anything else new?” Ruth probed.


  Ruth’s persistence set Charlie on edge. “I have plans with Margaret tonight.” She couldn’t keep suspicion from entering her voice. “Something about prepping me for the flow of suitors she’s expecting.” Another lie. “If I don’t go talk to her soon, she’s liable to drag me out by my hair.”


  “Oh, okay.” Ruth sighed into the phone, her heavy breath crackling in Charlie’s ear. “I know you’re in Portestas and I’m stuck in California, but don’t be a stranger. If you ever need to talk, I’m only a phone call away.” Her obvious desperation struck a chord with Charlie. Ruth was up to something.


  “Thanks. I’ll remember that.” She didn’t try to hide the suspicion in her voice.


  “Sure. Good luck with your mom.”


  They said goodbye and Charlie set the phone down, returning her attention to the tablet. She sat there, staring at the screen, suddenly exhausted. She couldn’t write anymore of her paper. Powering down the tablet, she crawled into bed.


  Her thoughts wandered back to the Determining. It seemed like a lifetime ago. How could it only have been a little over a month? Things felt different now; everything looked upside down. Ruth had morphed into a shadow of her former self. The comfort Charlie once found in her vanished, leaving behind the remnants of a close friendship turned to uncomfortable acquaintance. The parents she thought she knew had become the authors of her own personal nightmare.


  Drew felt familiar, but even that relationship had changed. Her pending marriage to Mason had set a time limit. If it weren’t for the time constraints, would they even be getting married? Charlie didn’t know.


  She’d begun her relationship with Drew as a way to anger Richard. Date the poor boy and flaunt it in his face. The more time she spent with him, the more she liked him. As they got older, she just assumed they’d end up married one day. But not now. Not when everything felt rushed, desperate. Is Drew really the man I want, or am I using him again, this time to save myself from Mason?


  Absentmindedly, she reached under her shirt, pulling the ring out. The cool metal warmed at her touch. Wallowing in her problems wouldn’t solve anything. Drew believed in the system and, this time, she would too. If they were meant to be together, their Compatibility would tell them.


  Charlie rolled onto her side and fell asleep holding the ring tightly in her hand. Images of Drew and Mason permeated her dreams, but she slept on, trapped between her last two options.


  Chapter Nine


  Drew arrived at Charlie’s door precisely on time. Ruth would say it proved he was predictable, safe, like it was a bad thing. Charlie chose to think of it as reliable. From the second he stepped through the door, she could sense his nerves, which only served to heighten her own anxiety.


  “Are you ready?” Drew tapped his hand against his leg as he shifted from foot to foot.


  “Yes, but I’m nervous.” Charlie played with the ring as she examined him, her future husband, and her heart skipped a beat. Whether from excitement or dread, she couldn’t tell.


  “It’ll be fine. There is nothing to be nervous about.” Drew tried to reassure her with a smile, but the waver in his voice negated any calming effects his words might have had.


  She captured his hand, cutting off its nervous drumming. “This is our future. If there was ever anything to be nervous about, this is it.”


  He leaned in, pressing a light kiss on the edge of her mouth. “Everything will be fine.”


  Charlie couldn’t tell if his words were meant to convince her or himself. “I hope you’re right.”


  Drew didn’t hear her. He headed to the door, opening it for her. “Do you want to take a cab or walk?” he asked once they stood at the bottom of the stoop.


  “Walk.”


  He nodded, taking her hand as they headed down the street.


  Traveling on foot was the safest option. Richard had people monitoring her chip at all times. She couldn’t hide where they were going, but spending credits on a cab would put up a red flag. When her chip logged where the cab had taken her, their plan would be over. Every move she made today must be perfect. She couldn’t do anything that might alert the security team.


  To get to City Hall, they walked through a shopping district. The stores lining the streets carried high-end merchandise, catering to Charlie and the other wealthy residents living in the area. Drew tensed as they passed a posh jewelry store displaying outrageous promise rings in its window.


  Charlie squeezed his hand. “Don’t do that.” He turned to her with a puzzled look. “Don’t look at those rings and compare them to the one you gave me. I love my ring more than any of those oversized monstrosities.”


  “I love you.” He kissed her on the cheek, obviously conscious of the crowds around them.


  She wanted to press into him, to deepen their kiss. But it wasn’t safe for them to be so affectionate in public. Not yet. She returned the chaste kiss before whispering, “I love you, too.”


  Charlie watched some of the tension fade from his face. He took her hand, squeezing it gently. “Let’s go.” They continued down the street toward the City Center, both still affected by the passionate kiss.


  The streets of the City Center were completely blocked off to vehicles, making the district quieter than all the others. Rather than the blare of car horns and the rumble of engines, the bustle of the crowd permeated the district. Businessmen and woman packed the streets, creating a mass of suits and clacking high heels. Charlie looked at their faces as she and Drew walked hand in hand down the sidewalk. Every person she examined sported dark circles under their eyes and a sickly pallor.


  One woman in particular caught her attention. She stood about a head shorter than Charlie, but she had the same wavy light brown hair. She couldn’t have been more than a year or two older than Charlie, yet she walked with a weariness seen in the elderly. In an instant Charlie saw herself in this woman’s place, beaten down and defeated. This was her future, and it made her stomach drop. Picking up her pace, she pulled Drew toward City Hall.


  Passing the numerous government buildings, Charlie noted how every structure looked like a replica of the last. All the buildings in the City Center were made of blinding white marble. Statues lined the roofs and tall pillars stood along the entrances like sentries guarding a gate. It reminded her of the paintings of ancient Greece she’d seen in history class. But unlike the old paintings, these modern buildings were impeccably clean, almost sterile. She felt uneasy looking at the carefully constructed uniformity.


  “I know you’re nervous, but your grip is killing my hand.” Drew broke into her thoughts.


  “Sorry.” Charlie loosed her hold.


  “What are you thinking?” He glanced sideways at her before looking back to City Hall looming ahead.


  “The future. Being here makes me think of the life waiting for me after University.” Charlie expected him to make a disapproving comment, but he didn’t.


  “At least I’ll be there to face the future with you.” He stopped. They stood in front of City Hall.


  Charlie looked away from the building, capturing Drew’s eyes. “I’m counting on that.” They shared a smile before climbing the steps.


  Despite her father’s position on the Council, Charlie had never visited one of the government buildings. Or perhaps she’s avoided visiting due to his involvement. Either way, it didn’t surprise her to see that the interior reflected the sterile, controlled exterior. White walls and cold furnishings gave the building a clinical look. Like the crowd outside, the people milling about the atrium appeared solemn and hopeless.


  A sign bolted to the wall across from the entrance listed the different offices in the building. Charlie scanned the sign for a minute before her eyes landed on the words Office of Interpersonal Determination- Level Three. She turned, searching the large, open foyer for the elevator. She spotted it and tugged Drew in that direction.


  Pushing the call button, she whispered as they waited, “I feel like I’m inside a hospital.” The elevator doors slid open with a ding. They stepped inside, followed by a group of businessmen and women. The doors were inches from closing when a familiar voice called out.


  “Hold the elevator!”


  Charlie felt the blood drain from her face as Mason Novack slid between the doors. She gripped Drew’s hand, pressing herself as far away from Mason as she could. Drew looked at her with confusion until she mouthed Mason’s name. Understanding dawned on his face. As discreetly as possible, Drew guided her so that she stood in the corner of the car. He stepped in front of her. His tall frame blocked her from Mason’s view and gave her a small sense of safety. But, as the elevator ascended, her heart began to pound.


  “It that you, Mason?”


  Charlie peaked around Drew’s arm, careful to remain hidden. The man who spoke stood in the center of the car. Mason turned around at the sound of his name. She saw his gaze land on Drew. For one terrifying second, she thought he recognized him from her party, but his gaze moved on.


  “Brooks, how are you?” A broad grin spread across Mason’s face. He pushed through the small space, coming to stand beside the man.


  “Not bad, not bad. I’m surprised to see you here in the City Center. I didn’t think you left the company offices,” Brooks joked.


  “The view from here is much better than the one at the office.” Mason glanced at a busty blonde standing across the elevator. She ignored the comment and his blatant stare, but Charlie noted a smirk tugging at the corner of her mouth.


  Brooks chuckled. “From what I hear, you’ll soon be expected to enjoy the view a little closer to home.”


  Mason’s relaxed expression turned hard. “I wasn’t aware that the company ‘merger’ had become public knowledge.” His tone held a challenge.


  Brooks didn’t seem to notice Mason’s tone or expression. “It’s only common knowledge to those of us with friends in high places.” He lowered his voice, a useless endeavor in the confined space. “There were a few broken hearts when Grey decided to let you be the one to pluck his precious flower.”


  “And a beautiful flower it is.” Lust darkened Mason’s face.


  The elevator stopped on the second floor. Both men, along with Drew, Charlie and two other businessmen, remained inside. The pretty blonde slid past Mason, brushing her breasts across his arm as she did.


  Brooks eyed Mason enviously. “Seems you have all the luck.”


  “And I plan to continue my lucky streak.” Mason flashed a licentious grin.


  Charlie’s jaw clenched. The only thing that kept her from reveling herself and slapping both men was Drew standing in her way. From where she stood, Charlie could see a vein bulging in his neck. He obviously didn’t care for the conversation either.


  “Congratulations, you’re a very lucky man. When will the ‘merger’ be announced publically?” Brooks asked.


  “The lawyers are in the final stages of reviewing the contract right now. I don’t anticipating it taking more than a week.”


  “So soon?” Brooks raised an eyebrow.


  “I see no reason to delay, and neither does Grey.” The elevator paused on the third floor. “This is my stop.” Mason nodded to Brooks before he disembarked.


  When the elevator doors slid shut Charlie took a deep breath. She leaned her forehead against Drew’s back, taking a moment to let her nerves calm. They rode the elevator until Brooks and the businessmen exited. Alone, Drew stepped away from her and pressed the button for the third floor.


  Overhearing Mason’s conversation only strengthened her resolve. Marrying Drew was the right choice. She glanced at Drew to see how he was fairing. A red hue colored his face, and the vein in his neck still stood out. “Are you okay?”


  “I’d say I’m about as fine as you are.” She traced the vein on his neck with a fingertip. Under her gentle caress, the fury in Drew’s face slowly abated.


  “I can’t believe your father wants you to marry that guy.”


  “Richard doesn’t care about anything other than his company,” she said with a bitter edge in her voice. “This marriage is the surest way for him to form a necessary business connection. He won’t change his mind, but he might be surprised to learn that Mason has such a loose tongue.”


  “Would your father call off the marriage if he knew Mason shared private information with that Brooks guy?” he asked hopefully.


  Charlie felt a twinge in her gut. Is he having second thoughts? Her brows creased and she shook her head. “No. The deal is too good. If something like this comes up in the future, he’ll just find a way to shut Mason up.” Charlie imagined her father cutting out Mason’s tongue or sewing his lips shut. The mental images would have disgusted her, but in the case of Mason Novak, they gave her a sick sense of satisfaction.


  “I guess we should get a move on,” Drew said with resolve. Charlie thought she saw disappointment in his face, but when she looked again, whatever she’d seen was gone. Did I imagine it?


  She grabbed Drew’s hand, pulling him out of the elevator. The two followed the signs to a door labeled Office of Interpersonal Determination.


  Charlie took a deep breath. “Here we go.”


  Hand in hand, they stepped inside. Charlie wasn’t surprised to see that the office looked as uninviting as the rest of the building. A few fake plants strategically placed around the room broke up of monotony of white and gray that seemed to drown the building.


  “Welcome to the Office of Interpersonal Determination, how can I help you?” A young woman behind a desk asked, her boredom obvious. She didn’t look up from the tablet sitting on the desk in front of her.


  Charlie stepped closer, glancing at the screen. The woman was reading a trashy tabloid. She fought to keep from rolling her eyes.


  “We’re here to have our Compatibility tested.”


  The woman pointed to a scanner on the desk without looking up. “Scan in. Someone will be with you shortly.”


  The pair scanned their chips and took a seat in the waiting area. Two other couples occupied the hard, plastic chairs, each nervously anticipating their turn. The couples huddled together holding hands, looking too anxious to speak. Charlie leaned her head against Drew’s shoulder, staring off into space.


  A minute later, a door behind the secretary’s desk opened, and a couple emerged. Love-struck smiles split their faces, giving them an ethereal glow that Charlie envied. A woman in business attire followed them out. The smile on her face was less than sincere, but the couple didn’t notice.


  “Congratulations.” She sounded as bored as the woman behind the desk. Grabbing a tablet on the desk, she scanned the screen. “Marie and Henry, you can follow me.”


  The pair stood on shaky legs, clinging to one another as they stumbled through the doorway. Charlie watched, waiting for them to reemerge. It took a few minutes before they exited. Tears filled Marie’s eyes and Henry’s face looked blank; their hands no longer twined together. Charlie felt a stab of pity for them as they left the office.


  “Sandy and Michael.” The last couple entered the other room. Charlie waited. Another man and woman entered the office. The receptionist gave them the same instructions she’d given Charlie and Drew. As they sat to wait, Sandy and Michael walked out. They both looked dazed but happy. Charlie smiled at them as they passed.


  “Charlotte and Drew.” Charlie jumped to her feet, pulling Drew up with her. She nearly sprinted back into the quiet room. Two empty chairs faced the desk where the woman had settled in. Charlie and Drew sat down, the chairs squeaked under their weight. Two identical scanners stood waiting on the desk. Between them sat a blank tablet.


  “My name is Mrs. Watson. I’ll be administrating your test today.” She spoke in a monotone, all business. Sliding two tablets across her desk, she looked at them. “Before we begin, you need to read these over and sign.”


  Charlie took the worn tablet closest to her and read,


  Being of sound mind, I do confirm that I am submitting to this Interpersonal Determining of my own free will. I have not and will not attempt to alter my results in any way. I vow to abide by the outcome of my Interpersonal Determining.


  Charlie didn’t finish reading the paper. She knew what it meant. She thought of her Determining and the contract she’d signed that day. Now, she faced another legally binding contract. Unsure, she differed to Drew. He shot her an encouraging smile before picking up a stylus and signing his name at the bottom of the document. After a deep breath, Charlie signed and dated her own tablet before handing it back.


  “Thank you. When the test is complete, the results will be displayed on the tablet. Please place your wrists above the scanners.” Mrs. Watson instructed.


  Charlie extended her hand, lining her wrist up with the scanner. In seconds, a familiar red light flashed, illuminating her skin. The red light pulsed as it read her chip. Within moments, the light disappeared and the scanner beeped. It was over. The next minute would change the rest of her life. Sweat dampened Charlie’s palms and her pulse raced, doing double-time in her chest.


  A minute passed, but nothing happened. Charlie’s unease grew until she began wringing her hands. “Does it usually take this long?”


  For the first time since entering the office, Mrs. Watson’s faced showed emotion. Confusion furrowed her brows. “The results should have come through by now. I’m not sure what’s happening.” Turning to her computer, she began typing furiously.


  “Will this change the test results?” Drew asked quietly.


  Mrs. Watson examined the screen before answering. “No. The computer is showing that your test went through and the results were calculated. Our system seems to be having an issue receiving those results.”


  Charlie fidgeted in her seat. The waiting felt like torture. “Does this happen often?”


  “I’ve never encountered an issue like this, but I’ve heard of it happening.” As Mrs. Watson spoke, realization crossed her face. She turned to Charlie and really examined her for the first time.


  A light flashed on the computer, drawing Mrs. Watson’s attention back to the screen. A relieved smile broke out across her face. “Here we are. The results should be displayed on the tablet any second now.”


  When the screen lit up, Charlie’s heart skipped a beat. Everything fell away as if the world had paused. The only sound she could hear was the whoosh of air leaving her lungs. Her vision grew fuzzy around the edges. Her eyes zeroed in on the word displayed there in bold, dark letters.


  Incompatible.


  “Why?” she whispered to herself.


  “Legally, I’m not allowed to release the reasons behind your results. All I can tell you is that your chips have determined that you are not Compatible. I am very sorry.” Mrs. Watson’s said softly, attempting to relay a sympathy she clearly didn’t feel.


  Charlie looked at Drew with desperation. His shoulders slumped, a defeated look covering his face.


  “Stop that,” she snapped at him. “This isn’t over. It can’t be!”


  Mrs. Watson spoke using an understanding tone. “I’m afraid the contract you signed—”


  “To hell with the contract!” Charlie shrieked, unable to control herself.


  “We knew this was a long shot.” Drew shook his head sadly. “Let’s go.” He stood, moving has if his body weighed a thousand pounds.


  Mrs. Watson watched with wide eyes as Charlie jumped out of her chair and grabbed Drew, keeping him from walking through the now open office door. “No. No, Drew! I can’t marry him, I won’t. You are my last chance! Without this I’ll be sold off. We have to fight this! Please …” Frustrated tears gathered in her eyes until they overflowed, falling down her cheeks.


  Drew’s eyes raked over her. “Is that all I am to you, your last resort?” He pulled away from her, anger replacing his resignation. “The chip was right,” he scoffed, “we aren’t Compatible.”


  Charlie flinched, as if he’d struck her. Without even a glance over the shoulder, he walked through the door and out of the office.


  This couldn’t be happening. Drew was the only man she ever considered marrying. Now he’d been ripped from her. Nothing stood between her and a life with Mason.


  By the time she stumbled out of the office, Drew was long gone. He’d left her. She reached for the ring hidden beneath her shirt, her sweaty palm holding it in a death grip. Tears continued flowing from her eyes as she staggered to the elevators and pressed the call button.


  When the elevator doors opened, she nearly fell inside. Blinded by the emotions that wouldn’t stop, she bumped into someone. “Sorry.” She mumbled, trying to dry her eyes. The young man grumbled a reply as the elevator began to move.


  Rather than embarrass herself more, Charlie fought to keep her emotions in check. When they reached the lobby, she flew out of the car, dashing to the street. Outside the building she searched the crowd of people for Drew. A man caught her attention out of the corner of her eye, but when she looked, it wasn’t him.


  With no hope left, she walked out of the City Center, heading toward home.


  Chapter Ten


  “Charlotte, come down for breakfast. Your father and I need to speak with you,” Margaret called through the bedroom door.


  Charlie had been awake for hours. She’d spent the majority of that time staring up at her ceiling, thinking about Mason. Comparing him to Drew. Was Drew really the good guy she’d though? He’d just left her in the office at the first sign of struggle. Was that really someone she wanted to be married to?


  Despite the uselessness of her contemplation, she couldn’t keep herself from analyzing the situation over and over. There had to be a loophole. Only the knowledge that the contract still hadn’t been signed provided her with any solace. She was free for a few more days.


  But now, in the light of morning, exhaustion weighed her down. Facing her parents didn’t rank high on her list of things to do, especially when all she wanted was to indulge in some self-pity before going back to her obsessive analysis.


  “Charlotte?” Margaret tried the doorknob, finding it locked. “Are you awake?”


  “No,” Charlie grunted.


  “You have five minutes before your father comes up to get you.”


  The ominous statement sent a chill shooting up her spine. “I’ll be down.”


  Margaret’s heels clicked as she walked down the stairs. Charlie listened to the sound fade. In the following silence, her thoughts wandered to Richard. The fact that he was home for breakfast sent warning bells ringing in her head. It’s because of the Compatibility test.


  Knowing her five minutes were up, she slid out from under the covers and padded to the bathroom. Dark circles rimmed her bloodshot eyes. She splashed some cool water on her face, hoping it might improve her appearance. It didn’t. She pulled her long tresses back into a messy bun. A pair of fuzzy slippers and a long bathrobe completed her casual ensemble. Without a glance in the mirror, Charlie walked to the door. She grabbed her phone and stuffed it into one of the bathrobe’s deep pockets.


  Her slippers made a comforting shuffling noise on the stairs, the sound a clear contrast to the clack of Margaret’s heels.


  “There you are.” Margaret glowered at Charlie’s slippers and robe. With a disapproving shake of her head, she turned her attention to the housekeeper. “Constance, you may bring Charlotte’s breakfast now.”


  Charlie pulled out the chair across from her mother, eyeing Richard as she took her seat. His eyes scanned the tablet in his hand. Every few seconds they would flick to the plate of eggs in front of him, but as soon as a bite was skewered on his fork, he looked back to the screen. Charlie watched him, searching for some explanation for his presence. Constance reappeared, pulling her gaze away.


  She frowned when the housekeeper placed a bowl of fresh fruit covered in plain yogurt before her. She shot a questioning look at Margaret.


  “You need to watch your figure. When the contract is signed, we’ll have weeks to plan your wedding. We can’t have you looking pudgy.”


  The comment stung. “I doubt a piece of bacon or an egg will have that much of an effect.”


  Margaret exhaled heavily. “Don’t fight me on this, Charlotte.” She massaged her temples.


  Charlie scoffed at the dramatic display. “Why was I summoned for breakfast?” She ate a few grapes and a piece of melon. “I assume Richard’s presence means it’s something important.” Out of the corner of her eye she watched him set his tablet down.


  “It is important.” Margaret pressed her lips together until they almost disappeared.


  Charlie leaned back in her chair. “Fine, what’s going on?”


  When Richard deigned to speak, the tone in his voice felt like a violent slap. “This is about yesterday.”


  “What about yesterday?” Charlie feigned ignorance.


  “Don’t!” Richard punctuated his yell by hitting the table. “Don’t play dumb!” Charlie’s fork jumped and the china tea set rattled.


  Her palms began to sweat and she worked to keep her face calm. “What do you think you know?”


  “You and that scholarship boy had your Compatibility tested yesterday.” Spittle flew from Richard’s mouth, landing on Charlie’s breakfast.


  She glanced down at her tainted meal with disgust. “Yes, Drew and I got tested. I won’t apologize for it.”


  Richard’s eyes flashed. “Careful, Charlotte. You’re dangerously close to provoking me.”


  Charlie’s pulse picked up. “What will you do, hit me? You’ve already done that so please, try it again.” Her eyes flicked to his hand, anticipating a blow. “I doubt it will make much of an impression the second time around.” Before she cold blink, Richard jumped to his feet, lunging toward her.


  “Richard.” Margaret grabbed his arm. “Novack won’t accept damaged merchandise.”


  His hands clenched into fists. “Don’t tempt me again. Next time, nothing your mother says will stop me.” He pulled away from Margaret, returning to his chair.


  Charlie let out the breath she’d been holding. “What’s the point of this confrontation? You already know we weren’t Compatible, or this would be a very different conversation.”


  A smug expression crossed Richard’s face. “No, you were Compatible. That’s why we’re having this conversation.”


  The few pieces of fruit in her stomach threatened to make a reappearance. “I don’t understand.”


  “I wanted you to know.” He took a sip from his coffee, savoring the flavor before going on. “You and that boy were Compatible, but it didn’t matter. It will never matter. I always get what I want. Even you, my obtuse daughter, won’t stand in my way.” His expression changed, turning what Charlie could only describe as deadly. “I don’t care what laws I break or who I have to manipulate. I always win.”


  Charlie saw no point in arguing, but couldn’t control the rage she felt. “How did you do it?”


  “Charlotte, are you that stupid?” When she didn’t respond, he just chuckled. “I wrote the program for the chip, the program for the Determining, and the program to test compatibility. The only thing I need is a computer and I can control every outcome. Do you see now, how pointless your rebellion is?”


  Angry tears burned the back of her eyes. She blinked, refusing to show any weakness. “So you did all this to gloat?”


  He shook his head. “I did it to prove a point. I want you to marry Novack and you will marry him.”


  “I won’t do it,” Charlie vowed.


  “Charlotte.” Margaret spoke up. “Think of the power and prestige you’ll gain by aligning two Council families.”


  “Don’t you mean the power and prestige he’ll gain?” Charlie pointed an accusing finger at Richard.


  Margaret remained impassive. “Everything we’ve done was to give you the best life possible.”


  “No, it was to give you more power. I’m just a bargaining chip to you!”


  “Richard stood up from the table. “No amount of arguing will change the fact that you’re marrying Mason.”


  Charlie’s clenched so hard her fingernails cut into her palm. “I’ll fight this.”


  “There. Is. No. Point,” Richard yelled. “The contracts will be signed any day now. Within a week, we’ll announce your engagement. You can’t fight this.”


  “I’ll find a way.” Charlie pushed her chair back and stormed out of the room.


  “Dying is the only way to get out of this,” Richard called after her, but she didn’t stop.


  “I guess I’ll die trying, then,” she shouted back.


  
    ~

  


  Time was running out. Two days had passed since the breakfast with her parents, but she’d come no closer to finding a loophole. Hoping inspiration would strike if she changed her routine, she left the townhouse with no destination in mind. All she wanted to do was walk.


  The air held the sting of the coming winter. Stuffing her hands in her jacket pockets provided some relief from the bitter wind that whipped around her. The longer she walked, the less she felt in her extremities. She’d almost decided to hail a cab and go home when the scent of coffee reached her nose, filling her with the desire for something to warm her icy fingers. Following her nose, she spotted a coffee shop ahead.


  The cold weather had enticed a number of people inside the shop. Patrons crowded around tables or stood in line waiting for their caffeine fix. Charlie joined the back of the line that almost reached to the door. Unfortunately, this meant that every time it opened, a bitter gust of wind stole the heat from her body.


  Charlie watched the other customers while she waited for the line to move her into a warmer section of the shop. A couple in the corner caught her attention. Their heads were close together, deep in conversation. They were too absorbed in each other to notice the people around them. As she moved closer, Charlie noticed the couple’s hands twined together under the table. She felt a stab of longing and regret. It wasn’t too long ago that she and Drew had sat together like that. She looked away when frustrated tears stung the back of her eyes. She wouldn’t cry. Not here.


  With a few deep breaths and some rapid blinking, Charlie managed to keep her tears from falling. It was after her eyes cleared that she noticed the familiar barista. She glanced through the glass door and spotted the boutique where she’d bought her coming-out dress. In her wandering, Charlie had found her way back to the coffee shop where she’d delivered Nemo’s invitation.


  The night of the party hadn’t crossed her mind since she found out about her upcoming nuptials. Returning to the coffee shop brought memories of the night flooding back. She could hear Nemo’s voice and smell the cigarette smoke on the balcony. She remembered the shock of her first dance, almost felt the warmth of Thayer’s hands on her as he led her across the dance floor, as if he stood there now touching her. A shiver ran down her spine.


  Her phone vibrated, pulling her back into the present. Her stomach dropped when she saw Drew’s name on the screen.


  -We need to talk.


  The ring still hanging around her neck suddenly felt like it weighed a million pounds. She knew she needed to give it back, but after he left her alone in the office, she hadn’t been rushing to return it. Seeing him would be hard, but it needed to be done. The ring didn’t belong to her anymore. She couldn’t hold onto the hope it represented forever.


  -When?


  -Now…?


  -I’m in the Parkside shopping district on 4th Street. Meet me in the coffee shop across from the Parkside Boutique in ten minutes.


  -See you soon.


  “Next.” The barista’s voice snapped impatiently.


  Charlie slid the phone into her pocket and stepped up to the counter. Locking eyes with the girl, she searched for any sign of recognition but found none. “A medium vanilla latte and a medium back coffee, please.”


  “Nine credits.” Charlie scanned her chip, moving aside as the girl called, “Next.”


  In an instant, their second encounter ended. Was that the same girl? Charlie watched her as she waited for the drinks. It was definitely her. Again, Charlie wondered how involved the barista was with Nemo.


  A few minutes later, with coffees in hand, Charlie sat at one of the last vacant tables remaining. The table fit two people and stood in the front corner of the shop, right next to a big bay window that looked out to the street. From her chair, she easily spotted Drew walking through the door.


  His shoulders slumped beneath his messenger bag and his eyes looked sunken in, like he hadn’t slept well in days. Charlie didn’t doubt it; she hadn’t slept either. He walked in and glanced around before spotting her in the corner. The strain in his face lessened, but didn’t disappear altogether.


  “Hi.” He settled into the chair opposite her, his body tense.


  Charlie slid the black coffee across the table to him. “I took the liberty.”


  “Thanks.” He eyed the coffee. She could almost hear his mental debate, deciding whether to accept it or not. After a moment, he picked up the cup and took a long sip.


  “What did you want to talk about?” Charlie tried to sound amenable, but she still resented that he’d left. Her voice reflected that bitterness.


  Drew set the coffee down and glowered at her. “Don’t pretend you’re the only victim here.”


  She bit her lip to keep from snapping at him. “I didn’t intend to make you feel like I’d used you.”


  He scoffed. “So you wanted to use me without letting on?” Leaning back in his chair, he crossed his arms and shook his head. “Did you ever love me?”


  Tears pricked the back of Charlie’s eyes. She blinked, keeping them under control. “Of course I loved you.” She sighed. “I’ll always care about you.”


  “Loved. Past tense.” His anger changed to disappointment then resolve in a matter of seconds. “We need to decide where we go from here.”


  Charlie suppressed a laugh. “There’s nowhere to go. We aren’t Compatible, that’s that.”


  She reached up to her neck and unclasped the chain, pulling it and the ring out from under her shirt. The band slid off the chain into her hand. She considered it for a moment before placing it on the table between them.


  Drew eyed the ring like it might be poisonous before grabbing it and slipping it into a pocket without a second look. “We may not be able to continue our … romantic relationship, but I don’t want to lose you.” He caught her gaze. “Can’t we at least be friends?”


  Charlie shifted in her chair. She still cared for him. No test could change that. Could their relationship be one of friendship after all they’d been through? “I don’t know, but we could try.”


  All his anger and hurt evaporated, leaving a hopeful look behind. Charlie averted her gaze, looking outside at the people passing the coffee shop. She didn’t want to see that look. It reminded her too much of the looks he gave her before the test. Before all hope had been ripped away.


  “I’ve missed you.” She almost lost his whispered voice in the din of conversations around them. He laid a hand over hers, his thumb running back and forth across her knuckles.


  How dare he say he missed her when he did the leaving? Yes, she’d hurt him but he never gave her the chance to explain. Now there would be no hiding or sugarcoating what Richard told her. She wanted Drew to know, she wanted him to understand the pain and betrayal she felt.


  “I’ve been busy trying to get out of my wedding.” She pulled her hand away, tucking it in her lap. “You know my father found out about our test?”


  He blanched. “What did he say?”


  “He told me he fixed the test. We were Compatible, but he changed our results.” Silence followed her declaration. She watched him, frozen as he processed her revelation.


  “Why … how?” His face crumbled, making Charlie realize the significance this had for him.The chip and the security it promised was a lie. He knew it now. In a matter of seconds, she’d shattered his whole belief system


  “That doesn’t matter,” she snapped, pushing aside the sympathy threatening to undo her. “It’s too late for us. Right now, I’m focused on finding a way out of this mess.”


  His hands circled the coffee cup before him, turning it round and round. “Have you come up with anything yet?”


  “The only idea I’ve come up with is to fake my death and remove my chip.” Charlie shook her head. “We both know how practical that is.”


  Drew thought for a moment. “What about getting another chip? They sell them on the black market, don’t they?”


  “It would take too much time to set that up. I need a quick fix. Anyway, my father will be watching my chip more closely now than ever. Even if I do come up with a plan, I’ll have to be careful.” She crossed her arms over her chest. “The closer I get to the announcement, the more I think I’m trapped with no hope of getting out.”


  His tone filled with sympathy. “Don’t give up. There has to be an answer. It’s just that no one has thought of it yet.”


  “Yeah, and no one will.” It hit her then like a ton of bricks. A smile spread across her face. She reached out and grabbed his hand, giving it a tight squeeze. “Drew, you’re amazing. No one!”


  “I don’t get it. What did I do?” he asked in bewilderment.


  “You gave me an idea.” Charlie grabbed her bag, tearing through it in search of a pen and paper. It took her a minute, but she managed to find a scrap of paper though she couldn’t find a pen. “Do you have something to write with?”


  Drew reached into his bag. After shuffling around he found an uncapped pen. “I don’t even know if it will write.”


  Charlie grabbed the pen and tried it. After a second of scribbling, black ink appeared. “It works!” She exclaimed with triumph.


  “What are you doing?”


  “I’m sending a message.” The pen flew across the paper, leaving her desperate words in its wake.


  “To who?”


  Charlie looked up with a bright smile. “No one.”


  Chapter Eleven


  “What the hell happened at the party?” Drayton leaned forward in his chair, his eyes blazing.


  The Leaders sat at the table, shooting Nemo questioning looks.


  Nemo sat taller, trying to project his authority. “Everything went according to plan.”


  “Correct me if I’m wrong,” Slater, the Leader from the Province of Illinois, pushed his glasses higher on his nose. “I was under the impression you were taking a hands-off approach with Miss Grey.”


  “She wasn’t harmed,” Nemo said, his hackles rising.


  “That’s beside the point,” Samar accused with a scowl. “You didn’t follow the plan we agreed on.”


  Nemo’s jaw clenched. “She was in no danger.”


  “That aside, you shouldn’t have had a conversation with her.” Samar grumbled angrily. “She’s in the perfect position to expose you to the Council. Placing you on her radar at all was a mistake.” She leaned back, crossing her arms over her chest. “You should have found another way to gain entry to the party.”


  “It was the best course of action and Miss Grey knows nothing. She didn’t see me,” Nemo snapped.


  “It wasn’t the best plan, but it worked,” Nelia, the Leader from the New York province, piped up, addressing the table. “Charlotte doesn’t know anything more than Nemo’s name and the sound of his voice.” She turned her attention to Nemo. “You can’t meet with her again. We can’t risk her learning your identity and jeopardizing our safety.”


  Drayton cut in. “When you presented the plan, I assumed you had all the pieces in place. We shouldn’t continue until we know exactly what we’re doing.”


  “It’s too late for that.” Samar shook her head. “Things are already in motion.”


  “Then what do you suggest?” Drayton barked.


  Samar sighed, rubbing her temples. “We trusted Nemo with the plan, now we need to trust that he’ll do everything he can to see it to fruition.” The Leaders nodded, all except Drayton, who crossed his arms in a huff.


  “Just make sure you don’t do anything that could expose us,” Slater commanded with a stern look through his glasses.


  Nemo stood. “Now that we’ve settled this, I have pressing matters I need to see to.” He exited the room before they could continue haranguing him.


  His jaw hurt from clenching it and his shoulders were wound tight. He rubbed his tired eyes as he headed to his office, but stopped when the sound of excited voices reached his ears. Curious, he followed the sound down the stairs.


  Down one level, he spotted a group of about ten boys surrounding Viveca. The scent of cinnamon, sugar, and butter wafted through the air. The delicious smell came from a bag Viveca held high above her head.


  “Can’t we have some, Viv?”


  “Yeah, Viv.”


  “Please?”


  “I told you already, you have to wait until after dinner.” Her voice was stern, allowing no argument, but her eyes held a soft affection for each boy.


  “You heard the lady. No sweets until after dinner.”


  The boys whipped around at the sound of Nemo’s voice. Before he knew it, they had him surrounded. Each clambered for his attention, creating a cacophony of youthful voices.


  “Mr. Nemo, Mr. Nemo—”


  “…I saw a giant—”


  “…booger in my nose and so I—”


  “…beat Henry at—”


  “…raced and then—”


  “Whoa.” Nemo said, holding his hands up. “One at a time.”


  For the next few minutes, he listened to the boys recount stories about the day. They shared everything, pleased to have a grownup take a moment to listen to them, especially one as important as Nemo. Eventually, they ran out of things to tell him and wandered off one by one until only a single boy still stood in front of him.


  Owen teased him about his pension for “collecting” orphans. Nemo ignored the playful jibes, knowing full well that half the boys living in the cathedral were there because Owen had rescued them. Poor parents unable to provide for their children left them in the streets to beg, steal, or starve. Neither he nor Owen could stand to watch the children suffer. Not when they had plenty of room in the cathedral and enough connections in the black market to feed them.


  Nemo smiled at their newest charge. “How was your day, Lucas?”


  The boy had adjusted well to life in the cathedral, but Nemo still liked to check in with him.


  “I got to play a lot and we had oranges at breakfast. I really like oranges.” Lucas stared at him, almost searching his face for something. “How was your day, Mr. Nemo?”


  The question took him aback. He smiled. “Well, I didn’t get to play very much, but I did have an orange, so I guess it was a good day.”


  Lucas nodded thoughtfully before looking over Nemo’s shoulder. “I think Viv wants to talk to ya.”


  Sure enough, Viveca stood waiting for him to finish with the boy. Her hair was pulled back into her customary ponytail, and spots of coffee stained her white shirt. Dark circles under her eyes attested to a long, hard shift at the coffee shop.


  “Why don’t you go find the others?” Nemo suggested. Lucas smiled and scampered off. “Should we go to my office?” Nemo asked.


  Viveca nodded. She lowered her voice as they walked up the stairs. “The next time I bring home leftovers, I need to sneak in through the back door. I barely made it inside alive.” She laughed softly.


  “You spoil them.” He smiled at her over his shoulder.


  “The shop was throwing the cinnamon buns out.” She shrugged. “No point in wasting good food.”


  “You keep it up and you’re liable to have a gaggle of little boys pining for you.”


  Viv smiled.


  Office was a loose term they used to describe the room. It had a desk, but that was the only thing that could qualify it as an office. A bed sat nestled in the corner, and the shelves were covered with personal effects rather than books. A single window provided the room’s only natural light.


  Nemo took a seat behind the desk, motioning for Viv to sit in the chair across from him. “What did you want to see me about?”


  A troubled look crossed her face. “Charlotte came to the coffee shop today.”


  His stomach dropped. “What happened?” Viv wouldn’t have made the long trek from the shop unless it was something important.


  “She came in alone but a man joined her—”


  “Did you recognize him?” he interrupted.


  Viv shook her head. “He had blond hair and thick glasses.”


  “That’s her boyfriend.”


  “They didn’t look very close. She seemed upset with him,” Viv observed.


  “So, what brought you here?” Nemo leaned back in the chair, anticipating her answer.


  “I watched them. I think they were fighting. But then he said something that got her excited. She came through the line and gave me this.” Viv reached into her pocket, fishing out a piece of lined paper. “She said it was for you. I didn’t read it.”


  He leaned forward, eyeing the paper before taking it. “Did she say anything else?”


  “No. She and the man left after she gave it to me.”


  “Thanks.” He smiled at her, but his fingers itched to open the note. “I know it’s a long trip for you after a shift. I don’t want you traveling back to your apartment tonight. Spend the night here. You can take one of the free beds.”


  Viv nodded. “Let me know if there is anything else you need.”


  The second she left the room he tore the note open and read:


  



  Novack Enterprises and Grey Technology plan to align their companies through my marriage to Mason Novack. I have one week. Put a stop to it. You owe me.


  -Miss Grey


  



  His pulse quickened and his mind started churning. He tossed the note on the desk. Getting to his feet, he paced the length of the room.


  It wasn’t a surprise that Grey and Novack wanted to form an alliance. In fact, he’d been anticipating such a merger for years. He wasn’t even surprised that the two men planned to use their children to seal the arrangement. He’d expected to have to deal with this union at some point. What surprised him was how fast they were moving.


  A marriage to Novack would deter all the hard work he’d invested in Charlotte. He couldn’t let that happen. She was the cornerstone to all his plans. He had to fix the situation; the problem was how.


  He paced the room long into the night. He had an idea, but it wasn’t solid. There were already so many variables in the situation; he didn’t want to add one more thing that could go wrong. Not to mention the ire he’d incur from the other Council members.


  When he was too tired to pace any more, he came to a decision. It wasn’t perfect, but it was the only plan that could work. And maybe, in the end, this would prove to be better than the original plan.


  Now it all balanced on Charlotte’s desperation.


  Chapter Twelve


  “I read your papers.” The professor rubbed his temples. He stood at the front of the lecture hall, leaning against his desk as if their papers made him ill and only the desk could keep him from collapsing.


  “Being in an accelerated program, I hoped most of you would be prepared for the class’ rigorous pace. But it’s obvious that very few of you are ready.” He glanced up at the theater of students, leveling them with an exasperated look. “Since we cannot proceed any further until you grasp the basics of our country’s recent history, we’ll spend the remainder of the week relearning what you should already know.” He began pacing in front of his desk, keeping his eyes glued on his audience. “The ninety percent of you who failed this first assignment should apologize to the ten percent who didn’t. Because of you, the class is being subjected to a remedial history lesson. I suggest the failures pay close attention. You know who you are.”


  Charlie had passed the assignment. Rather than take notes on something she already knew, she reached for her phone, staring despondently at the empty inbox. She’d sent the note to Nemo two days ago and had yet to hear from him. Patience was not a virtue she possessed and his silence grated on her.


  For the thousandth time in forty-eight hours, she mentally reviewed the message she’d penned in the coffee shop.


  Charlie’s anxiety had her squirming in her seat. A pretty girl taking notes next to her shot Charlie a dirty look. Charlie smiled apologetically, forcing her legs to stop bouncing. Focusing on the professor, she fought to push Nemo to the back of her mind.


  “Let’s start with a basic overview before we get into the details.” The professor grabbed a tablet and a stylus, prepared to write notes. “According to your papers, all of you know that we used to be a part of the United States of America and, at some point, transitioned into the Confederation of America. I also gathered that most of you don’t realize how this change took place. Can anyone give me some idea of what caused this change?” Silence met his question. Charlie understood his look of frustration. She was sure she wore a similar expression whenever she checked her inbox. “Anyone?”


  “A corrupt government system?” asked a timid voice from the back of the room.


  The professor nodded. “That’s rather broad, but essentially, yes.” A large screen behind him displayed the words as he wrote the answer on the tablet.


  When he finished, the professor continued. “Over the years, corruption tore the country apart. Politicians overtaxed the people to line their own pockets. They protected their own interests above those of the common man.” His voice rose as the subject started to excite him. “Compounded by extreme poverty and economic depression, the people began to grow restless. Can anyone tell me the exact reasons why the people came together to form the revolution?”


  The girl next to Charlie raised her hand, answering before she was called on. “The corruption started with eliminating the two consecutive term restriction on the president. With the change, as long as the candidate had the nomination of their party, the number of terms served didn’t matter. This allowed a single agenda to take power and reign until that agenda came to fruition. After the democrats had been in power for over five consecutive terms, the people began to question whether their votes were being counted at all or whether the system of voting was rigged.” She answered with a flip of her hair and a flirtatious smile directed at the professor.


  “Very good.” The professor responded, noting the girl’s flirtation with obvious amusement. “What happened next? Anyone?”


  A boy in the front of the room raised his hand. He sat on the edge of his seat, leaning toward the professor. “The federal government worked to extend its reach, to gain total control over the states.” The professor nodded, indicating he should continue. “Eventually, the states lost all power to govern themselves. Rather than allowing the states to make decisions about issues like abortion, gay marriage, and gun laws, the federal government passed and enforced all the laws. Enraged by the decimation of their individual power, the likeminded states worked together until there were seven super states fighting against the government.”


  “Clearly you passed the assignment, that or you’re reading from the book.” A few students laughed quietly. “Someone who doesn’t know have the textbook memorized care to tell us what happened to finally topple the federal government?”


  No one volunteered. With a sigh, the professor supplied the answer. “The government’s downfall came when they amended the constitution and removed the right to bear arms. They sent the military into the states to take back the citizens’ weapons. Many in the military opposed this move and refused to take up arms against innocent citizens.” The professor wrote furiously as he spoke. “Eventually, the military turned on the government and the revolution was complete. After years of violent conflict, the turn of the military solidified the overthrow of the United States.”


  The professor started pacing again, clearly enthralled with his own lesson. “Molding the best parts of the constitution with some new ideas, these seven super states split the country up into the seven provinces our confederation is made—”


  The phone rattled on the desk, startling Charlie. The girl beside her shot Charlie a glare before returning her attention to the professor. Charlie ignored her, opening the message.


  -Rather presumptuous of you, assuming I owe you anything.


  Excitement pulsed through her veins.


  -I got you into the party.


  -I didn’t kill you.


  -Because you need me.


  “Unfortunately, we are out of time. Anyone interested in some extra credit on their papers can do the optional essay question I’ve written on the screen. Five pages, due next class. Don’t forget to cite todays lecture in your papers.” The students rose, filing out of the room. Charlie grabbed her bag and hurried from the lecture hall, her phone grasped tightly in her sweaty hand.


  Nemo’s next text could be the one to determine her future. If he wouldn’t help her, she’d have to marry Mason. Richard’s control over her would be complete. If she couldn’t break from his hold now, she never would.


  The phone vibrated again. She stopped in her tracks, taking a deep breath before opening the message.


  -If I do this, I will own you.


  She didn’t think twice before responding.


  -I understand.


  Students skirted past her. Some glowered or threw insults at her for standing in their way. But Charlie didn’t hear them. All she could hear was the thundering gallop of her beating heart. Nearly five minutes passed. Her hope began to slip away before Nemo responded.


  -The only way out of this is to marry someone else.


  -I tried that. My father stepped in.


  -The Lottery.


  It was so obvious. Why hadn’t she considered it before? Because of the shame it would bring me. Charlie shook her head. At this point, almost anyone would be better than disgusting Mason Novak. No amount of shame mattered anymore. She was too desperate.


  -He may not monitor the program, but he monitors my chip. As soon as I enter my name he’ll see it and do something to stop me.


  -Leave that to me. Go back to the Office of Interpersonal Determination tomorrow and enter your name into the Lottery. Be there at 11:53. Don’t be late!


  She frowned at the odd time, but let her curiosity go. For the first time since her Determining, Charlie felt as if the hope waiting on the horizon was finally within reach.


  -Thank you.


  -Don’t thank me yet.


  
    ~

  


  Charlie stood outside the Office of Interpersonal Determination, staring at the door. In her sweaty palm, she clutched her phone. Two minutes. That was all the time she had left.


  Enter the office or walk away. The choice seemed simple a few hours ago. Submit to a life with Mason, one that would lead to a cage. Or take a chance with the Lottery and risk ending up with someone worse. She couldn’t know where each path would lead. The only thing she controlled was this moment and which path she chose to follow.


  She looked at her phone. 11:53. It was now or never. Gathering her courage, she turned the doorknob and stepped into the office.


  “Welcome to the Office of Interpersonal Determination. How can I help you?” The familiar bored voice greeted her.


  “I want to enter my name in the Lottery.”


  The girl glanced up. She took in Charlie’s expensive clothes and polished appearance with unabashed curiosity. After a moment of open staring, she pointed to the tablet. “Sign in there. Someone will be with you shortly.”


  Charlie did as instructed and took a seat, conscious of the eyes following her every move.


  Seconds later, the door behind the counter opened. A tall, young man with short, ashy brown hair stepped out. He grabbed the tablet and read down the list of names, pausing at the end.


  “Charlotte Grey.” He looked at her with warm, brown eyes. Like the woman at the desk, he took in her appearance with curiosity.


  “Yes.” Charlie stood.


  “Follow me.”


  She trailed him back into the office, and he closed the door behind them. Taking a seat, he indicated that she should do the same.


  “My name is Mr. Ross. I understand that you’re interested in entering your name into the Interpersonal Determination Lottery.” Mr. Ross notated something on his tablet with a stylus before looking at her.


  “Yes.” Charlie settled back in her chair.


  “Why?”


  “I don’t see how that’s relevant.” Charlie bristled, immediately on the defensive.


  He tapped the stylus on the desk, his eyes examining her like she was a riddle begging to be solved. “I assure you, any questions I ask are standard procedure. Entering into the Lottery is a risk. Before you make such a life-altering decision we want to ensure you’re ready. So, why do you want to enter the Lottery?”


  Charlie settled on telling a partial truth. “My boyfriend and I aren’t Compatible. I don’t want to find someone else only to have the same results. I’d rather be presented with a match and take it from there.”


  Mr. Ross cleared his throat, sitting back in his chair. “Miss Grey, I won’t pretend I don’t know who you are. Everyone working in this office knows the intimate details of your life thanks to our darling secretary out there and the numerous gossip columns she digests. That being said, I’ve heard the rumor of your engagement to Mason Novack. So, why are you here?”


  His warm eyes searched her face for the answer she didn’t think she could give.


  She met his eyes. “I’m here. Isn’t that answer enough?”


  A moment passed. “Yes, it is.” He looked down at the tablet. “I have a few more questions, just to narrow down the pool of possible candidates the program will select from. Do you have a specific age range you’re interested in?”


  “No one old enough to be my father.” Charlie tried to smile, but her lips wouldn’t respond.


  “Do you have any special requests in regards to physical attributes?”


  Charlie thought for a moment. Did she prefer blonds or brunettes, blue eyes or brown? She didn’t know. “No.”


  “Last question. Do you have any reservations about marrying outside your social class?”


  “No,” Charlie declared firmly.


  Mr. Ross clicked something on the tablet before setting it back on his desk and grabbing a portable scanner. “If I could see your wrist.” In seconds, it was over. “Congratulations, Miss Grey. You have officially been entered in the Lottery. The system will review your information and you’ll receive the results within the next hour.”


  “Why does it take so long? When I was tested for compatibility, it took minutes.” She narrowed her eyes in suspicion.


  “You’re one of the lucky ones,” Mr. Ross said absently, his attention on the computer screen in front of him. “You won’t wait as long as those who entered their names earlier.”


  “What do you mean?”


  “The Lottery isn’t a daily occurrence. There aren’t enough entries for that. Instead, we gather names for one week. After the week is up, the Lottery program compares all the entries and matches each person with their ideal partner from the week’s entry pool.” He glanced at the clock on the tablet. “Actually, if you had come in even five minutes later, you wouldn’t have made the cut off.”


  “Lucky me,” Charlie muttered.


  If she waited until tomorrow to enter her name, it would be too late. Her engagement to Mason would be confirmed and she would be trapped. Nemo must have known that when he told her what time to be here. She didn’t appreciate how close he allowed her to cut it.


  “When the Lottery closes in a few minutes, it will take the program about five minutes to arrange all the matches. Once that is done, the computer will contact the participants.”


  “Thank y—” A commotion on the other side of the door cut her short. Even through the barrier between them, Charlie recognized Richard’s furious voice echoing with intensity.


  “I don’t care what the damn rules say. Tell me where the hell my daughter is.” Richard burst into the room, eyes blazing. When he spotted her, she thought he might burst a blood vessel.


  “I…” He shot her a look that stopped the words in her throat.


  “What have you done?” His fists clenched with poorly restrained anger.


  “Sir.” Mr. Ross stepped between them, shielding Charlie from Richard’s fiery gaze. “Can I help you?” It sounded like a warning rather than a question.


  “Get out of my way.” Richard tried to step around him, but Mr. Ross followed the movement, ensuring that he remained between father and daughter.


  “You can’t be here.”


  “That is my daughter. Don’t fucking tell me I can’t be here.” Richard’s eyes burned.


  Mr. Ross wouldn’t relent. “She has been Determined and is now of age. Unless she consents to your presence, it is against the law for you to be here, Councilman.”


  Richard grabbed Mr. Ross by the collar, throwing him against the wall. “I make the laws, you little shit.”


  Charlie expected Mr. Ross to cower, but he looked her father in the eye, refusing to back down. Noting his fists clenched by either side, she hoped, for his sake, that he would keep them there. She needed to intervene.


  “It’s too late.” She stood, walking toward her father on shaky legs. “Let him go.”


  Richard complied, grabbing her instead. He pulled her within inches of his face. The stench of stale cigars and whisky hit her. “What do you mean, it’s too late?”


  Her body went cold with fear. She had to swallow the lump rising in her throat before she could speak. “I entered my name in the Lottery.” Despite her attempt at bravado, her voice betrayed her fear.


  “Then I will remove your name from the drawing.” Richard glowered.


  “You can’t,” Mr. Ross spoke up. “The Lottery closed a minute ago. The drawing is taking place as we speak.”


  Richard’s grip on her arms tightened. “I did this for us, for the company. Everyone knows about the engagement. The damn lawyers wrote up the contract. It’s been signed. You’ve made a fool of me, you little bitch!”


  She expected the blow when it came. What she didn’t expect was the second, third, fourth, and the bevy that followed. He held her by the collar so she couldn’t escape. Instinctively, she threw her hands up to protect her face, but she couldn’t block every punch. Blow after blow made contact with her jaw, her nose, her mouth. The crunch of bone and cartilage followed by the warm flow of blood made her stomach churn. The same ring that had cut her cheek weeks ago now sliced her lip. She couldn’t think. She couldn’t breathe. Her ears rang as the blows traveled lower, assaulting her chest and stomach.


  Suddenly, the attack stopped. She sank to the ground, darkness pressing in on all sides. Expecting Richard to begin kicking her, she curled into a ball. She lay there, waiting for the coming assault. Anticipating the pain. But nothing happened.


  A grunt and the sound of a struggle pulled her attention to the corner of the room. She peered through swollen eyes at Mr. Ross. He’d managed to wrestle Richard to the ground. She watched as Mr. Ross slowly gained the upper hand. As he landed a few punches, sick satisfaction filled her chest. She tried to push herself into a sitting position but stopped when the churning in her stomach intensified. She doubled over, vomiting. The movement made her head pound. She moaned as she sunk back to the ground, taking deep breaths through her mouth.


  “Miss. Grey?” Mr. Ross hovered over her, avoiding the vomit pooling next to her head. His lip was split and one of his eyes looked like it would soon turn black, but otherwise he seemed relatively unscathed.


  “I’m okay. Just let me lie here for a little while,” she whispered.


  “I’m going to call the City Guard.”


  “No!” She reached out, gripping him before he could stand.


  “Your father just attacked you. I don’t mean this to sound insensitive, but if you could see your face, you wouldn’t be stopping me.” He tried to pull away, but she tightened her grip.


  “If you get the City Guard involved, it’ll be you who pays for it, not him.”


  Understanding hardened his eyes. “I couldn’t sit back and watch him maul you!”


  “I know. But now you have to let it go.”


  Charlie pushed through the pain, forcing herself to sit up. Her whole body ached in protest. She thought she might vomit again, but managed to keep the contents of her stomach inside.


  Mr. Ross looked on helplessly as she winced in pain. He took in every cut, every bruise, and righteous anger burned behind his eyes.


  “Help me get out of here,” she pleaded.


  He grabbed her beneath her arms, lifting her to her feet. She gasped at the sharp pain in her ribs. He held on to her, keeping her from falling. Though she’d gained her balance, she didn’t reject his arm when he offered or the hand he placed on the small of her back. She limped into the waiting room.


  The secretary stood wide-eyed as they hobbled past her desk.


  “I’m going to lunch, Sylvie. Make sure Mr. Grey finds his way out when he comes to.” Sylvie didn’t respond, gawking as they walked out of the office.


  “Will she call the City Guard?” Blood dripped into Charlie’s open mouth. The crimson liquid tasted vile.


  In the elevator now, Mr. Ross reached into a pocket, pulling out a handkerchief. Charlie raised her eyebrows at the Old World relic, but made no comment. Taking the cloth, she held it to her nose.


  “Don’t worry. Sylvie doesn’t possess original thoughts. She wouldn’t call the City Guard without being told to.”


  Charlie doubted that, but kept silent as they rode down to the lobby. She took advantage of the moment to observe Mr. Ross. She guessed he was about twenty-five. He’d rolled up the sleeves of his dress shirt, revealing muscled forearms. His tie hung askew, giving him an innocent look. Charlie almost laughed at herself. She watched as he ran a finger over the blood-covered knuckles of his right hand, wincing. Gratitude and guilt swelled in her chest.


  “Thank you,” she whispered.


  When he looked at her, she couldn’t read all the emotions that played across his face.


  “You’re welcome.”


  The elevator doors opened to the crowded lobby. Mr. Ross helped her limp toward the main entrance. He paused, forcing her to come to a stop.


  “I have a car parked in the employee lot out back.”


  Up to that moment, she hadn’t questioned his motives. But the prospect of being alone with him, especially in his car, made her stop.


  “I can’t.” On a normal day she might have been able to fight him off, but not now. Not with the pounding in her head, the cramping in her stomach, and the blood dripping down her face. She needed to stay in a crowded place, somewhere she could scream for help.


  He seemed to understand her hesitation. “Is there someone you can call to come get you?”


  She nodded.


  “Call them. I’ll wait with you until they get here.”


  She dialed Drew’s number. He would answer. He had to. She had no one else. He picked up on the fifth ring.


  “Hi, Charlie.”


  The familiar sound of his voice released a floodgate within her. A sob rose in her throat. She swallowed, trying to fight it back, but she couldn’t.


  “Charlie, are you okay?” Panic echoed through the phone.


  She took a shuddering breath, fighting to regain control. “I need you to come get me.”


  “Where are you?” Drew spoke with urgency.


  “City Hall.”


  “I’ll be there in five minutes.” He hung up before she could respond.


  “He’ll be here soon.” She slid her phone into her purse.


  Mr. Ross nodded. “Do you want to find somewhere to sit until he gets here?”


  Charlie glanced at the lobby. Benches lined the walls. They looked inviting, but they sat in the open. If her father came down before she left, he wouldn’t have any trouble spotting her. She didn’t want to face him again.


  “I don’t want to wait where he’ll see me.” She hated how weak her fear made her.


  “There’s nowhere to hide here. Your best bet is to wait in a crowded area. He’s less likely to cause a scene there,” Mr. Ross reasoned.


  It made sense. She let him lead her to a nearby bench. With a deep breath, she lowered herself down slowly. Her body felt better once she sat. Mr. Ross took the space next to her, positioning himself between her and the elevators. It wasn’t much, but knowing he would be between her and Richard gave her a small sense of comfort.


  “Are you sure I can’t drive you somewhere?” he asked.


  “Drew is coming.” Charlie wrapped her arms around herself, wincing at the tenderness in her abdomen.


  “Can you trust him?”


  She didn’t hesitate. “Yes.”


  He sighed, leaning forward so his elbows rested on his knees. “I’m sorry I didn’t get him off you faster.”


  Charlie glanced at him from the corner of her eye. He looked miserable. “You didn’t have to do anything. I would have understood if you hadn’t.”


  “Do you think so little of the world that human decency surprises you?” Mr. Ross asked sadly.


  “I haven’t thought much of the world since my Determining,” she admitted.


  “Why is that?”


  She turned her head to look at him directly, regretting the movement when sharp pain stabbed at the base of her skull. Honest curiosity and concern filled his eyes. Telling him everything would be a relief, a weight off her chest. But she wouldn’t. Trusting him with her story would invite even more trouble. Instead of answering, Charlie faced forward, focusing on the main door.


  “You can’t talk now. I understand.” Mr. Ross fished in his pocket, pulling out a business card. “Call me when you can.”


  Charlie took the card, stuffing it in her own pocket. She didn’t think she would use his number, but keeping it wouldn’t hurt.


  Charlie noticed a familiar blond head bobbing through the crowd. Drew’s eyes scanned the room, they swept over her and continued on. He frowned. When his gaze pointed at her again, she lifted her hand in a small wave.


  The blood drained from his face when recognition hit. In seconds, he stood at her side.


  “Charlie … oh, God. What happened?” He glared at Mr. Ross.


  Charlie took Drew’s hand. “My father found out I was here. When I told him I entered my name in the Lottery, he did this.”


  Drew pulled his hand away, hurt filling his eyes. “The Lottery?”


  “I didn’t see any other options.” She couldn’t help sounding defensive.


  He sighed and rang his hands through his hair, clearly reluctant to let the topic go. “How did your father know you were here?”


  “He must have a team watching me since … us.” She knew Richard would find out, but his reaction … she hadn’t expected it.


  “Who is this?” Drew still glared at Mr. Ross.


  “Archer Ross.” He extended his hand, but Drew ignored it.


  “Drew.” Charlie chastised. “Mr. Ross was the one who stopped my father.”


  Drew’s features softened a little. He extended his hand grudgingly. “I guess I should thank you.”


  “Not at all. I’m glad I could be there for Miss Grey.” Archer’s eyes flashed to her face. “I should be going. Sylvie will expect me back in the office soon. I don’t want her to have to deal with your father alone.” He stood and Charlie followed him, though her movements were much choppier than his.


  “Thank you for everything. I’ll wash this and return it to you.” She indicated the bloodied handkerchief grasped in her shaking hand.


  “Don’t worry about it, I have more.”


  He probably doesn’t want it back now that it’s covered it in my blood. She felt foolish for offering. “Thank you again.” Charlie smiled weakly, watching as Archer disappeared into an elevator.


  “Charlie?”


  She turned to Drew. With Archer gone, he looked fidgety and nervous.


  “Take me home,” she suggested.


  He nodded and took her hand, leading her outside into the sunshine.


  
    ~

  


  Constance gasped Charlie walked through the front door. Charlie had yet to see the damage for herself. The housekeeper’s horrified expression made her less inclined to do so.


  “Miss Grey! What happened?”


  Charlie moved inside with the assistance of Drew, who closed the door behind them. Constance glared at him.


  “It’s nothing. I’m sure it looks worse than it really is,” Charlie lied.


  Constance ignored her. “I’m calling the medics and the City Guard.”


  “No!” Charlie shouted.


  Constance froze, her phone halfway out of her pocket. “What do you mean? You’ve been attacked. If I don’t alert the City Guard your mother, not to mention your father, will have my head.”


  Drew scoffed, muttering to himself. “I doubt that.”


  Charlie squeezed Drew’s hand in warning. “I can assure you, my father would prefer it if you didn’t call anyone.”


  “I’m calling anyway.”


  Charlie didn’t want to tell Constance the truth, but the sight of the phone in her hand, fingers poised to dial, left her with no choice.


  “My father is the one who did this. You can’t call.”


  The phone dropped to the floor with a clatter that echoed across the marble entryway. The back popped off and the battery skidded across the room.


  “Oh.” Constance ignored the phone, looking at Charlie’s face with new insight. She blushed under the housekeeper’s scrutiny. Drew slid an arm around her waist.


  “I can’t stay here, Constance. I need to pack. Please, don’t let my parents know I’m here.”


  Constance nodded. “Of course. Your mother has company in the drawing room. Your father …” She trailed off.


  “I’ll be gone before he gets back.”


  The housekeeper nodded again, scooping up her broken phone before disappearing down the hall.


  Walking up the stairs proved more difficult than Charlie anticipated. The adrenaline had worked its way out of her body, leaving fierce pain in its wake. Even with Drew’s support, Charlie found herself stumbling from the discomfort. After what felt like ages, they made it to the safety of her room.


  Drew set to work without needing instruction. He grabbed her tablet, sliding it into her school bag. Trusting him to pack everything she needed for classes, Charlie turned her attention to clothes. She had too much to take everything with her now. She settled on pieces that would mix and match. With that taken care of, she gathered her toiletries into a bag, dumping it on top of her folded clothes.


  “What else do you need?” Drew asked.


  “Nothing.” Her phone vibrated, but she ignored it.


  Drew shouldered her school bag and the duffle full of clothes. Charlie looked longingly at her pillow but left it behind. She followed Drew down the stairs. They were almost to the door when Margaret’s voice sounded behind them.


  “Charlotte? What are you doing?”


  Charlie didn’t look back when she spoke. “I’m leaving.”


  “And where do you think you’re going? We have wedding plans to discuss.”


  She couldn’t believe Margaret was still harping about the wedding. “I’m not marrying Mason and I’m not staying here anymore.”


  “And why not?”


  “Because of this, Mother.” Charlie turned, revealing her injured face.


  Margaret’s eyes widened. “Oh, darling. Who did that?”


  “Who do you think?” Charlie hissed, fighting back furious tears.


  “I’m so sorry.” Margaret closed her eyes and took a deep breath, clearly trying to regain her composure. “Please come back, we can figure this out.” She reached her hands out to Charlie, beckoning to her.


  Charlie clenched her jaw, relaxing it again when the pain became too much. “You aren’t surprised. How could you let me stay here knowing my father was capable of this?”


  “That isn’t fair.” Margaret frowned.


  “No. What isn’t fair is that you think this is something that can be worked out. I’m done. I won’t stay here anymore, not while he lives here.” Charlie turned and, with Drew’s help, walked out the door.


  Margaret followed them. “Where will you go?” Her voice sounded frantic.


  “Track my damn chip if you want to know,” Charlie threw over her shoulder.


  “Charlotte, come back!”


  Charlie ignored her mother. She needed to get as far from the brownstone as she could. Drew headed for the shopping district. She followed without comment. Her mind ran through the day’s events over and over. Mr. Ross, his questions, the Lottery, her father, the pain, it all played in her mind, making her queasy.


  In the busy shopping district, it took no time at all to hail a cab. It pulled up by the curb and Drew opened the door for her. She got in and he slid in after her, placing her bags on the seat between them.


  “Take us to the nearest hospital,” Drew told the driver.


  “No,” Charlie objected. “The Southside residential district, 10th street.”


  Drew took her hand. “I really think we should go to the hospital,” he whispered.


  The exhaustion in her body was overwhelming. She didn’t want to deal with doctors and nurses poking her. “I’ll be fine until tomorrow.”


  “You could have broken ribs. They could puncture your lung,” Drew insisted.


  Charlie knew he was right. And there would be morphine at the hospital.


  “Have you made up your minds?” The driver asked tersely.


  “The hospital,” Drew insisted. As they pulled into traffic, Charlie settled into the seat, closing her eyes and trying not to wince.


  “Did they contact you about the drawing?” Drew blurted, obviously trying to take her mind off her injuries.


  Her heart skipped a beat. She’d forgotten about the Lottery. She scrambled to pull her phone out. Her hands shook as she unlocked the touchscreen.


  An unread message flashed in the inbox. With a shaky breath, she opened it. Her pulse pounded in her ears as she looked at the screen. A name. A phone number. A picture. Her breath hitched when she recognized the face looking back at her. Of all the people, he was the last person she’d expected.


  “Who is it?” Drew demanded.


  Charlie turned the phone toward him, watching his reaction as he saw the name and the picture. The blood vessel in his neck stood out and his breathing sped up.


  “I don’t believe it.”


  “Well, believe it.” She glanced at the screen again. Thayer McLean’s ice blue eyes stared back at her.


  Chapter Thirteen


  “Charlotte, why aren’t you answering your phone? Your father is here. He’s sorry for what happened. I know that if we talk about this we can fix everything. Come home. Or at least call me when you get this message. ” Margaret’s agitated voice ignited Charlie’s anger. She deleted the voicemail and had to stop herself from throwing the phone across the room.


  “What did she say?” Drew sat by the gurney she’d occupied for the past few hours.


  “Nothing important.” Her stomach rumbled, reminding her that she hadn’t eaten since breakfast. The nurse wouldn’t feed her, just in case she needed surgery. Charlie didn’t think she could keep anything down anyway. But the discomfort of an empty stomach compounded by her injuries made her irritable. Her stomach gave another embarrassing, loud growl.


  Drew smiled. “When we get out of here, I’ll get you something to eat.”


  After a few hours in the ER her stomach had settled enough for her to be hungry. The thought of filling the hollow ache lifted her spirits. She reached for Drew’s hand, giving it a quick squeeze. “Thank you for being here with me.”


  He leaned forward, brushing a stray hair off her forehead. “I wouldn’t be anywhere else.” The emotion in his brown eyes burned. They flicked down to her lips and she knew where his thoughts were going.


  “Drew.” Her voice held a warning.


  “You loved me once. Why can’t you try again?”


  She had to look away from his pleading eyes. “Not after everything that’s happened.”


  A cough interrupted the awkward moment. Charlie glanced over Drew’s shoulder. A woman wearing a white lab coat observed them with impassive, clinical eyes.


  “Miss Grey, I’m Dr. Moore.” The doctor gave Charlie’s hand a firm shake. “I’ve looked over your test results and X-rays. You sustained two fractured ribs and a mild concussion in addition to your broken nose. Lucky for you, there seems to be no internal bleeding. We can discharge today.”


  Charlie smiled, not minding the throbbing in her jaw. “Great. How soon can I get out of here?”


  Dr. Moore shot a quick look at Drew. “Soon. There are some things I need to go over with you privately before I can release you.”


  Drew took the doctor’s less than subtle hint and got to his feet. “I’ll be in the waiting room.” He pushed aside the thin blue curtain that separated her from the rest of the ER and disappeared.


  Dr. Moore took the seat Drew vacated. “The nurse indicated in your chart that you refused to contact the City Guard. Is that correct?”


  Charlie nodded. The likelihood of the City Guard believing her story was slim to none. What officer of the law would believe a member of the Council had assaulted her? Even if one did believe her, there was nothing anyone could do.


  “Before I sign your discharge papers I am obligated to ask again, will you allow us to contact the City Guard for you?” She leaned forward. “We can set you up with a social worker and ensure that when you leave, you will be protected from your attacker.”


  “I don’t want to involve the City Guard.” Charlie tried to sound, and look, reassuring.


  Dr. Moore opened her mouth but closed it without saying anything. She stared at Charlie, her eyes cataloging every injury. Charlie squirmed under doctor’s scrutiny. Finally, the woman nodded, looking down at the electronic chart in her hand.


  “There are some files here with instructions for your recuperation, and I’m giving you a prescription for the pain. Be sure to come back if your headache worsens or you get dizzy or nauseous.”


  “Thank you.” Charlie extended her wrist, allowing Dr. Moore to load the files onto her chip.


  The doctor stood, moving to leave. She hesitated by the curtain. “I shouldn’t do this, but I can’t let you leave without asking. Do you have somewhere safe to go?”


  Tears prickled the back of Charlie’s eyes. “Yes, I do.”


  Her entire body relaxed. “Good. I’ll send the nurse in to finish discharging you.”


  “Thank you again.”


  Dr. Moore disappeared through the curtain.


  Charlie didn’t have long to wait. The attractive young woman pushed aside the blue curtain and began bustling about the gurney.


  “I need to take out your IV then I’ll leave you to change back into your street clothes.”


  “You don’t know how wonderful that sounds.” With freedom in reach, Charlie felt lighter.


  “Take a deep breath for me and blow it out slowly.” The nurse removed the IV with a gentle hand, replacing it with a bandage. “You’re all set. I’ll go get your friends and let them know you’re ready to go.”


  “Friends?” Charlie asked, confused.


  “Yes, two handsome men in the waiting room.” The nurse winked.


  “But I only came with one friend.” Charlie had a sinking feeling who the other ‘friend’ could be.


  “If it were me, I wouldn’t turn the tall one away.” The nurse chuckled as she left.


  Alone, Charlie untied the flimsy hospital gown and slipped into her own clothes. She slid her feet into her boots, enjoying the feel of the soft wool cushioning her steps. Fully clothed, she settled back onto the bed to wait for Drew. A minute later he appeared, his expression dark.


  She glanced behind him, searching for the mysterious visitor. “The nurse said someone else was here to see me.”


  “He’s in the waiting room.” Drew refused to meet her gaze.


  Any doubt she had about her visitor disappeared with that small action.


  The pain medication had begun to wear off. She accepted the wheelchair the nurse had left for her, aching all over. Once settled into the chair, Drew pushed her to the waiting room.


  Thayer stared off into space, a serious look wrinkling his brow. He leaned back in the upholstered armchair, one arm thrown across its back. A fitted blue dress shirt and vest accentuated his broad shoulders and trim waist. His rolled up sleeves allowed Charlie a view of his muscular forearms. This stranger would be her husband. The thought made her palms sweat.


  When Thayer noticed her, he stood. Unlike the first time they met, he wore no easy smile. His frown deepened as he took in her broken nose. Like the doctor, his eyes traveled over every bruise, every cut.


  “How are you?” His grey-blue eyes pierced her.


  Charlie ignored the question. “What are you doing here?”


  “The hospital contacted me.”


  She stiffened. “Why would they do that?”


  “I’m your next-of-kin. When two people are paired, their chips automatically treat the couple as if they are married.” Thayer shrugged. “Even though we haven’t had a proper ceremony, our chips think I’m your husband.”


  Drew, who had taken the chair next to her, tensed.


  “Oh… ” The world shifted as if someone had pulled a rug out from under her. No “would be.” She was already married to Thayer McLean. It didn’t seem possible. When she found her voice again, she spoke with hostility. “Would you sit down? I don’t like you looming over me.”


  Thayer didn’t appear affected by the tone in her voice. He settled himself in a chair across from her. “We have a lot to talk about.” His eyes flicked to Drew before coming to rest on her face again.


  Charlie looked away. She didn’t want do this now. She glanced at Drew. He sat with his arms folded across his chest, an irritated gaze leveled on Thayer. No, she couldn’t do this with Drew sitting next to her.


  Thayer obviously sensed her hesitation. “Maybe we should speak alone.” He glanced back at Drew.


  “I’m not leaving until Charlie tells me to.” He returned Thayer’s stare.


  “Drew.” He turned to her, disbelief written on his face. “Please.”


  “Fine.” He nearly jumped out of his chair, startling Charlie as he did. With another glare at Thayer, he stalked off.


  “I’m sorry about him.” Charlie released a long breath.


  “Don’t be.” He waved the apology off. “He was your first choice, I understand. Unfortunately the time we live in doesn’t allow the luxury of choice, does it?”


  “No, it doesn’t.” She looked at him with open curiosity. Could this man understand the desperation that drove her to enter her name in the Lottery? No. As the eldest son of a Council member, he stood to gain everything from the current system. That begged the question, why had he entered his name? At that moment, she knew there were more important things for them to discuss.


  “I have a few questions for you, if that’s alright?” She nodded and he continued. “I asked the nurse who contacted me what happened, but she wouldn’t say. Your boyfriend wouldn’t tell me anything either.” His body tensed when he said the word boyfriend.


  Charlie didn’t want to talk about this with a stranger; she didn’t want to talk about it at all. Just thinking about her father beating her, the blood, the pain; it all made her sick. Rehashing the details didn’t appeal to her. But, she owed him an explanation.


  “You know my parents intended for me to marry Mason Novack. As you so graciously pointed out the first time we met, I’m less than thrilled about the match.” She grabbed a piece of her hair, twisting it around her finger. “The day after my coming-out party, my father informed me that he had already entered negotiations with Mason’s father. He told me I had no choice in the matter and that Compatibility wasn’t even a factor in my case. I had less than two months until the wedding and about a month until the engagement went public.” She looked down at her hands, clenched in her lap. “I tried the only thing I could think of to get out of it.”


  “You entered the Lotter,” Thayer supplied.


  She shook her head. “Not at first. Drew and I had our Compatibility tested. Obviously that didn’t turn out as we hoped. “A … friend suggested I try the Lottery. This afternoon I went and entered my name. When my father realized where I was, he—” Charlie broke off, fighting the lump rising in her throat.


  “I think I can guess the rest,” he said quietly.


  There it was, pity. Charlie hated that look. She swallowed back her tears, refusing to let her emotions get the better of her.


  The look disappeared from Thayer’s face almost like he sensed her thoughts. He spoke in a clinical tone. “What’s stopping your father from accessing your chip and altering our marital status?”


  Charlie shook her head and immediately regretted the movement. “I don’t know. But the fact that the hospital contacted you tells me that something is preventing him from tampering with my chip. I can only imagine my mother is keeping him from doing anything drastic, at least until I am home and under their control again.” Her voice had a bitter edge.


  Thayer leaned forward. “That won’t happen,” he vowed.


  Charlie studied him, noting the look on his face. Fire burned in his eyes. For a moment, she really believed he could protect her. Then the moment passed. “I don’t see how it can be avoided.”


  Thayer was quiet for a moment, clearly thinking the situation over. “There’s one way to make sure you’re free.” He paused, eyeing her like he was trying to gauge how she would react to his plan. “We need to have a wedding as soon as possible. After the ceremony, we allow someone to ‘leak’ it to the press. By the time your father tries to undo our marriage it will be too late.”


  Hope flared in her chest. She was desperate enough to try it, even if the plan didn’t work. “Let’s do it.”


  He nodded, determination filling his eyes. “Excuse me for a moment.” He stood before Charlie could say anything. She watched him pull a cell phone from his pocket as he walked down the hall and out of sight.


  Almost as soon as he disappeared, Drew reappeared by her side.


  “Where did your husband go?” He sneered.


  She closed her eyes, rubbing them despite the discomfort it caused.


  “I hate this,” he muttered, dropping back into his chair.


  “I do too, but there’s nothing else we can do.”


  Drew inhaled sharply. The familiar look of hope filled his eyes. “Let’s run away together.” He spoke as if afraid to hear the words aloud.


  She tried not to laugh at the suggestion. “Drew, adultery is against the law. Anyway, my father would track our chips. We wouldn’t make it out of the city.” Charlie glanced to where Thayer disappeared, hoping he’d come back and save her from this conversation.


  “We remove our chips. No one would find us.”


  She looked back to Drew, finding excitement in his eyes. “A week ago you told me how you believe in the system, in the chip. Now you want to cut it from your arm?” She demanded. “What’s happened to you?”


  “A week ago I had hope,” he snapped. “I had you. My life made sense.”


  Charlie shook her head. “If we got caught they would send us to the islands. Do you know who they send there, Drew? Murderers, rapists, the scourge of the earth. At least here you have some chance of living a normal life.”


  His voice rose. “Where is your faith? The girl I love would never take this laying down.” His words hurt almost as much as the wounds Richard had inflicted.


  “You think I’ve let this just happen to me?” Blood pumped in her ears and red clouded her vision. “I’ve been fighting for weeks and I lost. If I’m taking this lying down it’s because I’ve been beaten so badly I can’t get back up!”


  He jumped to his feet. “Damn it Charlie, I’m trying to get you out of this!”


  “Right now, this is the best I can hope for. I may be married to a total stranger, but at least it’s not Mason. You can’t save me from this, not with my father and every Council member fighting against you.”


  Drew’s voice took on a beseeching tone. “That’s it, then. You won’t even try?”


  “I’ve done everything I can. I need to accept when I’ve been beaten, even if you can’t.”


  Someone cleared their throat, interrupting them. Thayer stood a few yards away, hands in his pockets. With an apologetic look in her direction, he walked back to the chair and sat down. She wondered how long he’d been listening. Nothing in his face gave anything away.


  “I made a call to a justice of the peace who owes me a favor. He’ll be here within a half an hour.” Thayer spoke to her, ignoring Drew.


  She stilled, surprised at the speed his plan was progressing. At least before the night ended she would be free of her father. Relief made her limbs feel weak. “Thank you.”


  “What do you mean?” Drew glanced between the two.


  “Given the circumstances, it’s best that Charlotte and I make our marriage official as soon as possible.” Thayer finally looked at Drew, his eyes full of contempt. The look made Charlie uneasy, but she pushed the feeling aside. Thayer couldn’t be worse than Mason or Richard and she couldn’t afford to lose her best chance at freedom.


  Drew scoffed. “What’re you going to do after the wedding?”


  “Once we go public, we’ll be expected to portray a certain public image.” He turned to Charlie. “I have an apartment here in the city. You can stay there while you finish school. We’ll reevaluate our situation when you graduate.”


  “Will you stay there as well?” Her stomach churned at the thought of being alone with him.


  “When business brings me to the city, yes.” His calm exterior made it impossible to gauge his thoughts.


  Drew’s face turned red. “Are you planning to consummate the marriage?”


  “Drew!” Charlie felt her own face turning red.


  Thayer raised an eyebrow. “I’m not functioning under the assumption that this marriage is going to be anything more than one of convenience. If it ever did become something more, it wouldn’t be your concern.”


  Drew spoke to Charlie. “How do you know this guy is better than the one your father wants you to marry?”


  She paused, allowing the possibility to settle in her mind. “I don’t, but it’s a chance I’m willing to take.”


  His eyes pleaded. “You don’t have to do this. We have a way out.”


  “No, Drew. I don’t want a life on the run and, deep down, neither do you.” Charlie swallowed hard, willing herself to remain calm.


  All emotion drained from Drew’s face. He stood there, limp and unmoving.


  “I’m sorry,” she told him. It was more than regret for breaking his heart, it was an apology for the fact that her own heart wasn’t breaking too.


  Their eyes met. She expected the sadness in his eyes, but not the resolve. He walked over to her, caressing her cheek before leaning down to kiss her. His lips lingered against hers, not searching for more, simply savoring this final moment.


  He pulled back and turned to address Thayer. “Take care of her.”


  Thayer stood, extending his hand. Drew didn’t hesitate before giving it a firm shake.


  “I won’t let anything happen to her,” Thayer promised.


  Drew nodded. With a final glace at Charlie, he walked out of the waiting room.


  In Drew’s absence, Charlie fell silent. Thayer attempted to engage her in small talk, but she didn’t have the energy for useless conversation. After a few tries, he gave up in favor of companionable silence. Though he didn’t speak, Charlie could feel his eyes watching her.


  Finally she couldn’t take it anymore. “What are you staring at?” She snapped.


  “You.” He said matter-of-factly.


  She did nothing to hide her irritation. “I realize that. Why?”


  “I’m doing you a favor here, the least you could do is pretend to be civil.” He raised an eyebrow, challenging her to contradict him.


  She couldn’t say anything to that. He was right, but her stubbornness wouldn’t let her admit it. Instead, she looked away, still aware of his gaze.


  It felt like she’d been under Thayer’s scrutiny for hours when the justice of the peace arrived. Her husband greeted the man with a warm smile.


  “Mr. McLean.” The stranger nodded.


  “Justice Slater.” The two shook hands.


  With the two men side by side, Charlie noted how opposite they looked. Where Thayer was tall, Slater was short. Thayer boasted broad muscular shoulders while the Justice’s twig-thin frame and sloping shoulders made him look one strong breeze away from snapping. The only similarity was their easy smiles.


  Slater turned, surveying Charlie through wire-rimmed glasses. His eyes widened a little, but Charlie couldn’t tell if recognition or her injuries caused the look. Most likely a combination of the two.


  “Miss Grey.” He recovered with a smile.


  The kind expression set her at ease. “Thank you for coming on such short notice.”


  He walked forward and shook her hand, being careful not to jostle her too much. “Let’s not wait any longer. Where would you like to do this?” He glanced between Charlie and Thayer.


  “Umm, here is good.” Charlie shot a questioning look at Thayer.


  “That’s fine.” He nodded.


  “Do you have a witness?” Slater asked.


  “I asked one of the nurses to do it. I’ll go find her.” Thayer turned, heading down the hall to the nurse’s station. He reappeared a minute later with a pretty young brunette in tow Charlie didn’t recognize.


  “Can you stand or would you prefer to sit for the vows?” Slater spoke to Charlie.


  “I’ll stand,” she said with resolve. She pushed herself up, grimacing as her ribs protested. Her head throbbed and her vision blurred. The world spun, then a hand steadied her.


  “Are you sure?” Thayer asked, keeping his hand wrapped around her waist.


  “I want to stand,” she insisted


  He looked into her eyes. Whatever he saw there convinced him. He faced Justice Slater, sliding his hand from her waist to her arm. Slater opened his mouth but Thayer stopped him, looking back at the nurse.


  “Will you film this?”


  Her brown ponytail swung as she nodded. She pulled a phone from her pocket and gave them a thumbs-up when the camera began recording. Slater commenced.


  “We are gathered here to unite Thayer Rhys McLean and Charlotte Anna Grey in the bonds of marriage. If any here can show just cause why these two cannot be lawfully wed, let them speak now or forever hold their peace.”


  Charlie half expected her father to come running into the waiting room, hollering that she was supposed to marry Mason Novack. She waited anxiously, only relaxing when Justice Slater continued with the vows.


  “Thayer, do you promise to cherish and protect her, in sickness and health, for rich, for poor, till death do you part?”


  “I do.” Thayer spoke loud enough for the nurse’s phone to hear him.


  “Charlotte, do you promise to respect and obey him, in sickness and health, for rich, for poor, till death do you part?” Slater looked at her, waiting.


  “I do.” The words almost choked her.


  “By the power vested in me by the Confederation of America and the Province of Illinois, I now pronounce you man and wife. You may kiss your bride.”


  Thayer looked at her, his eyes asking for permission. She gave him a small nod. He leaned down and their lips touched. Charlie detected a hint of peppermint and the familiar spicy scent of Thayer’s soap. He pulled back, ending the kiss almost before it began.


  “Is the camera off?” Thayer asked the nurse.


  “Yes.” She nodded. “Should I send it to you?”


  “No. Send it to the media.”


  A shocked look passed over her face. “Are you sure?” she asked hesitantly.


  “Yes. Send it to everyone.”


  Chapter Fourteen


  “She sustained two fractured ribs, a concussion, and a broken nose. Not to mention various bruises and lacerations, particularly on her face.” Katy sat across from Nemo. She still wore blue scrubs. The smell of bleach and medicine hung in the air around her.


  Nemo leaned back in his desk chair, considering his reflection in the dark window. “How was she doing when they discharged her?”


  “Physically, she’ll be fine. Dr. Moore gave her pain medication laced with an agent to speed up the healing process. I think the mental shock of the attack damaged her more than the beating. Something like that can change a person in ways we can’t even begin to understand.” Katy fell silent.


  “It was her father.” Nemo offered the answer to her unspoken question.


  “It’s good that she’s with Thayer, then.” Katy said, more to herself than to him.


  “She’ll be safe with McLean.” Nemo nodded in agreement. “Especially once you send the video to the press.”


  Katy fidgeted, drawing Nemo’s attention.


  “What?” He asked, seeing her uneasy expression.


  “Are you sure that she’ll be safe?”


  “McLean won’t do anything to hurt her.”


  Katy shook her head. “What if her father tries to come after her again?”


  “There would be no point with the marriage public. He can’t do anything now, divorce is illegal.”


  “Then he might take his anger out on someone else.” Katy tapped her foot, picking at a loose thread on her pants.


  Nemo reached across the desk and captured the girl’s hand in his, giving it a reassuring squeeze. “We won’t let that happen.”


  “I have a family. If he traces the video back to my phone, we are as good as dead.” She’d gone as white as a sheet, despite his reassuring words.


  “He can’t trace an encrypted message. If it makes you feel safer, we can relocate you and your family.”


  Katy shook her head. “No, our lives are here. If you say we’ll be safe then I believe you.”


  “Don’t worry, Katy. We see and know as much as Grey does. You’ll be safe.”


  “Thank you.” She stood, giving him a faint smile before leaving.


  Guilt over the lie nagged at him. He slumped in his chair. Miss Grey had been injured and it was his fault. He’d debated whether or not to post sentries when she went to enter the Lottery but his people were stretched too thin. Instead, he’d relied on Archer to handle everything alone.


  What kind of Leader sacrificed a woman to ensure the upper hand? Donovan wouldn’t treat a woman that way. The thought made him cringe. Donovan Grey, Richard’s older brother. The man was legendary to the rebels. As the story went, he’d given his life trying to bring down the corporations and the Council backing them.


  Nemo slumped in defeat. His people needed Donovan to be more than a myth. Instead, they had him.


  “You look like you’ve got something weighing heavy on your mind.” Owen spoke from the doorway.


  Nemo motioned for him to enter. The big man sauntered into the room, flopping down on the bed across from the desk. They remained silent, Nemo looking at his reflection in the widow and Owen studying the ceiling. Nemo stared at the scar jutting through his own eyebrow, the deep lines that extended from the corners of his eyes, and the dark circles beneath them. He sighed, rubbing a hand over his shaved head.


  “I spoke with Archer,” Owen offered, breaking the silence.


  Nemo turned to face Owen. “So you know what happened.”


  “I know that Miss Grey avoided marriage to Novack today. I know that tonight she’s safe. And I know that our plan, though slowed for the moment, is still on the right track.”


  Nemo nodded. He didn’t want to admit it, but Owen’s words made him feel better. “How is Archer?”


  “He’s got a black eye and a few bruises, but he’ll be fine. I can’t say the same for the Councilman.” A grin split Owen’s face.


  Nemo smiled at the idea of Grey covered in bruises. It was about time the man had a taste of his own medicine. “What happened when Councilman Grey came to?”


  “Grey had gone by the time Archer returned to the office. From what he said, it’s only a matter of time before Grey comes looking for revenge.”


  “Make sure we have people following Katy and Archer’s families. I don’t want him getting anywhere near them.”


  “Already taken care of,” Owen assured him.


  He turned back to the window. “I hope it will be enough.”


  
    ~

  


  He could tell she was injured in the video. She didn’t stand as tall as usual, she swayed on her feet, and her voice shook when she spoke. Katy was right; the physical wounds weren’t the worst Miss Grey had suffered. Even in the grainy video, he could tell the fire in her eyes had been reduced to embers. He prayed they could find a way to rekindle that spirit. She would need every bit of it for what he planned.


  The video played all morning on almost every television station, and it didn’t look like it was about to stop. He listened as newscasters and critics commented on the clip. Because Katy had shot the video from behind, skeptics claimed it had to be a fake. A few believers noted how Charlotte seemed to sway on her feet, indicating that she could have been high or drunk. These speculations were overwhelmed by conjectures concerning the suddenness of the nuptials. With representatives for the couple, Mason Novack, and Councilman Grey remaining closed lipped on the subject, the media was left to dig. So far their efforts turned up little, for which Nemo was grateful.


  He turned off the screen and reached for his phone, typing a quick message.


  -How are things this morning?


  Archer had volunteered to take the first shift watching McLean’s apartment. Nemo trusted all his men and knew they would do everything they could to protect Charlotte, but he couldn’t shake the uneasy feeling that kept fighting its way to the surface. It was like he was missing a piece to the puzzle and until he found it, he couldn’t relax.


  -Other than reporters, things seem to be normal.


  Temporary relief filled him. But neither he nor his men could take the chance of getting comfortable.


  -Keep your eye out for the Councilman and Novack.


  -I’ll keep you posted.


  Nemo couldn’t stand to sit by and worry any longer; he needed a distraction. The smell of warm bread and fresh coffee beckoned to him. He turned off his phone and left the office, following his nose down to the kitchen.


  Like most of the rooms they utilized in the cathedral, the kitchen had been added on. When the cathedral became their headquarters in Kansas, he’d overseen the construction. The kitchen, which also acted as a dining room, was the first and the largest addition. Five long tables took up the center of the room. Surrounding the tables were a few stoves, ovens and countertops for cooking.


  From the doorway, he watched the crowd of men and women milling around talking, laughing, and eating. A few noticed him, nodding in his direction when he entered. He nodded back but didn’t stop to make conversation. He’d spotted an empty chair at one of the tables and headed toward it.


  Once seated, he grabbed a piece of warm bread from a platter in the center of the table, dropping it onto the plate in front of him. Someone slid a steaming mug of coffee across the table to him. He looked up and smiled at Viv. The person to his left passed a plate full of boiled eggs his way. Taking a few, Nemo passed the plate on and tucked in to the meal.


  He listened to the conversations around him but didn’t bother to join in. Whenever he spoke, it seemed that everyone in the room fell silent to listen. Because of this, he often preferred to be the one listening rather than speaking. He enjoyed hearing the bits of normal, everyday conversation.


  Across the room, two teenage girls sat with their heads close together. One shot a coy look at a boy sitting further down the table. When the teen noticed the girl’s stare, he winked. The two girls burst into a fit of giggles. Nemo chuckled. This was how the world was intended to work. No chips dictating your life. People needed to be free to make their own decisions even when those decisions led to failure and heartbreak.


  Watching the rag-tag group surrounding him, he felt a sense of camaraderie. These people were his friends and his family. Together they’d made a life in the midst of adversity. He looked on them with pride. Rather than feeling exalted as their leader, these people made him feel as if he belonged.


  “Did you hear me?” Viv tapped his arm.


  “What?” Nemo pulled his attention back to his own table.


  Viv shot him an amused look. “I asked where you need me today.”


  “I thought you were working at the coffee shop?” He took a huge bite of bread, following it with a mouthful of coffee.


  “It’s my day off.” She leaned forward on her elbows.


  The skin around her eyes was sunken and bruised from lack of sleep. Her usually bright cheeks were pale. He shook his head. “You look exhausted. Do something for yourself.”


  “Every other person here is just as tired as I am,” she countered, raising an eyebrow in challenge.


  “Every other person may be tired, but you’re the only one who happens to be my daughter.” He gave her a serious look. “Take the day for yourself. You’ll do more good for us if you’re rested.”


  She sat back in her chair, crossing her arms in a huff. Every time he looked at her, he saw her mother. Both had the same full, dark brown hair and honey eyes. Although she resembled her mother, Viv’s personality mimicked his own. They were both strong and stubborn. She wouldn’t agree to rest so easily.


  “And what about you?”


  “What about me?” He took another drink from his mug.


  A teasing smile crossed her face. “You, our fearless leader, are no picture of health. The circles under your eyes are darker than anyone else’s. You’re not thirty anymore.” Her face sobered. “When are you going to take a day to rest?”


  Viv was right. Thirty was over fifteen years behind him and his body felt older every day. “It’s a hazard of being in a position of power. I don’t have the luxury of rest.”


  “I’ll rest when you do.” She didn’t give him a chance to argue before she disappeared.


  Shaking his head, he stood up from the table and trudged back to the office with a fresh mug of coffee in hand.


  “Nemo.” A voice stopped him as he left the kitchen.


  “Slater.” Nemo nodded to the short man. “I thought you would have returned home by now.”


  “I’m sure you know, I was called on last night to perform a marriage.” He pushed his glasses higher on his nose.


  “I did hear something to that effect.”


  “I delayed my journey until I could see you.” Slater crossed his arms, glaring. “That marriage was never part of the plan you submitted to the Leaders. And what happened to Miss Grey?”


  Guilt griped his stomach. “Extenuating circumstances. Unfortunately there were many variables that I couldn’t and still can’t account for. The marriage became essential.”


  Slater accepted the answer reluctantly. “How did she get paired with McLean of all people?”


  “You think it’s a poor match?”


  “No, rather convenient for us.”


  Nemo nodded. “I ensured it. We needed her paired with someone we could trust to keep her safe. He was the best option.”


  “I don’t know how he can protect her. If Grey wants her, he’ll get her back.”


  “Thayer’s name should give her some protection. She’s not just Grey’s daughter now; she’s also the daughter-in-law of another Councilman. That will afford her a measure of protection. As long as she and McLean remain in the spotlight, there won’t be many opportunities for Grey to make a move.”


  “I hope you’re right, for her sake and for ours.” Slater extended his hand. “I’ll back you when you address the Leaders about this matter. Make it soon. They’ll be in an uproar until you do.”


  Nemo nodded. “Safe journey home.”


  “I’ll be in touch soon.” Slater looked him straight in the eye. “Good luck.”


  “Thank you.” He watched Slater’s retreating back. “I’m going to need it.”


  Chapter Fifteen


  “Less than two weeks since the hostage situation at her coming-out party, Charlotte Grey has, once again, found herself in the limelight. Late last night, an anonymous source sent us this video. Yes, you’re seeing that correctly. Charlotte Grey has tied the knot. But even more shocking than the secret elopement, is the groom.


  “In the weeks leading up to her coming-out, Miss Grey was rumored to be engaged to longtime boyfriend, Drew Campbell. After her coming-out, rumors flew that the couple had split. Sources claimed that she and Mason Novack, heir to Novack Enterprises, were planning their nuptials. But Miss Grey has surprised us all by marrying neither of her rumored amours.


  “Although coverage of her coming-out was dominated by the hostage situation, some may remember that Miss Grey’s first dance was auctioned off for a record one million credits. Who was the lucky man? None other than her new husband, Thayer McLean. Seems he made quite a first impression.


  “Representatives for the couple have refused to comment.”


  A grainy shot of Charlie and Thayer filled the screen. It worked. Not only had almost every channel played the video of her wedding, almost every news website she checked that morning featured the story on the home page. For the first time in her life, she’d made her own choice, and the whole Confederacy knew it. The oppressive cloud hanging over her had dissipated and she could breathe again.


  “It’s a good thing your back was turned in the video.” Thayer’s voice startled her. “Imagine what they’d be saying if they’d seen what happened to your face.”


  She watched him saunter into the living room. He wore a white t-shirt and expensive designer jeans that hung low on his hips. He hadn’t shaved, leaving a shadow that accentuated his jawline.


  He settled on the opposite end of the black leather couch. Since coming back to his apartment the night before, he’d been careful to give her a wide berth. After showing her to the guestroom and making sure she had everything she need, he disappeared into his own room. She appreciated the space, but couldn’t deny the fact that, at some point, they needed to get to know one another.


  “Yeah. I don’t think I would be able to handle questions about this mess.” She gestured to her face.


  Thayer leaned forward, examining her with his piercing eyes. “It looks a lot better today. The swelling has gone down and the bruises faded a little.”


  She squirmed under his scrutiny. Looking away, she focused her gaze on the TV playing in the background. “You’re lying, but thank you for saying it anyway.”


  He continued to stare. She wanted to know what ran through his head as he watched her so intently. Finally, he broke the silence. “I think it would be best to stay out of the public eye for a while.


  She frowned. “With the marriage public, I should be safe.”


  Thayer shrugged. “It’s your decision, but I think it would be better to be cautious. At least until you’ve recovered enough that you can hide the damage.” He lifted a hand like he wanted to touch her but stopped himself. “No reason to infuriate your father any further.”


  A sigh whooshed past her lips. He was right. A thought struck her. “Are you going to stay here until then?” Anxiety stirred in her stomach, making it turn and clench.


  He leaned back, placing his hands behind his head, kicking his feet up on the glass coffee table. “I have business in the city until the end of the week. Most of it I can conduct from the apartment, though I do have a few meetings I can’t miss.” He glanced at her. “I know this is a strange situation, but you don’t need to worry. Like I said yesterday, I’m not planning on taking advantage of you.”


  His words did little to comfort her.


  After a minute of awkward silence, he spoke again. “Did you eat anything yet?”


  Her stomach gave a loud, embarrassing grumble, answering his question. Heat rushed up her neck and warmed her cheeks.


  “If you were hungry, you could have made yourself something,” Thayer scolded lightly.


  “I didn’t want to go through your kitchen. It seemed rude.”


  “Charlotte, look at me.” Reluctantly, she let her eyes rest on him. The morning light played across his face, accentuating his angular features. “I want you to be comfortable here. If you want to go through the kitchen, then do it. Redecorate the whole damn apartment for all I care. We may not have the most conventional relationship, but for better or worse, we’re in this together.”


  The kind gesture and intensity in his eyes had her at a loss for words. All she could was nod. She knew he was right, but it would take time for her to feel comfortable in his home, sharing a life with him.


  He stood up, shoving his hands in his pockets. “I need coffee. Would you like some?”


  A genuine smile pulled at her mouth. “I don’t know how I’ve functioned this far without it.” She stood, sucking in a sharp breath when her ribs throbbed in protest.


  He frowned. “Didn’t the doctor give you anything for the pain?”


  “Yes, but the bottle says to take it with food.” She gave him a sheepish look.


  “Then we better get you something to eat. Come on.” He led the way, staying close by her side.


  Unlike Margaret’s white kitchen at home, all cold and untouched, Thayer’s kitchen felt warm and lived in. Dirty dishes filled the stainless steel sink, hot coffee steamed in a pot, and an actual newspaper sat neatly folded on the counter. An island with four tall stools lined up along one side dominated the center of the room.


  Thayer helped her to one of the stools before pulling mugs from a nearby cabinet.


  “Cream and sugar?” he asked.


  “Please.”


  She watched him confidently maneuver around the room. He poured coffee into both mugs before grabbing the cream and sugar. He placed a mug in front of her and took long drink from his own.


  When he caught her staring at him over the rim of her mug, he raised an eyebrow. “What?”


  “I’m surprised you know your way around a kitchen. I assumed you would have a housekeeper to take care of the cooking. Most people do. Especially people like us.”


  “Ms. Barton is at home in Texas. When I stay in the apartment, I have to fend for myself. It’s rough, but I manage,” he joked, setting the mug down. “I thought I’d make some eggs.”


  “Sounds great.” Charlie poured a little cream into her coffee and stirred in a spoonful of sugar.


  “I hope you like your eggs scrambled, because I can’t make them any other way,” he said, retrieving the egg carton from the fridge.


  Her eyes followed him as he prepared the eggs before pouring them in a pan coated with melted butter. While they cooked, he found some bread, which he deposited into a toaster. The scent of warm bread drifting across the kitchen made her stomach grumble again. If Thayer noticed the sound, he didn’t comment as he found two forks and plates.


  When he placed a full plate in front of her, she had to check herself to keep from shoveling the food into her mouth. Instead, she took small, careful bites.


  “Don’t forget your medicine,” Thayer reminded her, taking a huge bite of eggs.


  Charlie nodded, feeling like a child. She pulled the white pill from her pocket and swallowed it quickly, returning to her breakfast. The food hitting her empty stomach felt heavenly.


  “Why do you have a real newspaper?” She spoke before taking her last bite.


  “I guess it's one of my eccentricities,” he explained, his mouth full of toast. “I can afford the cost of real paper, so, why not?”


  “I didn’t even know they printed them anymore.” She eyed the newspaper with curiosity. “I thought everything was electronic.”


  “You don’t see too many of these in Portestas or the northern states, but back in Texas all the wealthy families have a printed paper delivered daily. I guess we hold to the Old World traditions more tightly than the other states. It’s become a habit for me to have one, even here in the city.” His mouth quirked up into a smile but his eyes hardened.


  Feeling confused and uncomfortable at the edge in his expression, Charlie changed the subject. “You don’t have a southern accent.”


  “My father doesn’t think the accent sounds professional so he insisted my brother and I learn to speak without it.”


  “Do you ever slip up?” Charlie leaned forward, straining to hear any trace of a twang in his reply.


  “Only when I return home.” He smirked at her listening to him so intently.


  Embarrassed, she straightened up. “Thank you for breakfast.” She slid down from the stool with care but she needn’t have worried; the medicine was already doing its job.


  “You’re welcome.” He downed the last of his coffee in one gulp. “If you’ll excuse me, I have a conference call soon. Will you be alright on your own for a while?” The concern in the question sent pleasant shivers tingling down her spine and made the hairs on her arms stand up.


  “I’ll be fine,” she assured him with a nod, doing her best to ignore the goose bumps on her arms.


  “I’m here if you need me.” He shot her one last look before leaving.


  Alone, Charlie grabbed their plates, depositing them in the sink with the dirty dishes. She grabbed the dish soap and began the slow process of washing, rinsing, and drying. Soon she picked up a rhythm and lost herself in her thoughts, letting her hands move of their own accord.


  Her thoughts landed on her classes. Staying out of the public eye meant she couldn’t go to school, but that didn’t mean she couldn’t keep up with the work. After finishing the dishes, she would email her professors. She couldn’t tell them the truth about why she wouldn’t be in class, but she hoped they would accept the ‘newly wed’ excuse.


  Like all graduates of Hartland Prep, Charlie had completed her college prerequisites before graduating and going through the Determining. All that remained were the courses specific to her major. For the hundredth time in the weeks since classes started, she mentally kicked herself for choosing to enroll in the accelerated program. When she’d made the decision, she hadn’t expected her life to turn completely upside down. Now she wasn’t sure she could keep up with the workload. Anxiety ate away at her the more she thought about it.


  Her phone rang, startling her from her worried thoughts. She rinsed the soap off her hands, drying them before fishing the phone from her pocket. Margaret’s name and face appeared on the screen. She’d expected this call, but knowing it was coming and having to face it were two very different things. Rather than put off the inevitable argument, she answered.


  “Hi.” She worked to exude confidence.


  “Charlotte, this is your mother.” The calm in Margaret’s voice sounded eerie.


  “I know.” Charlie replied as she settled herself on one of the stools, anticipating a long and difficult conversation.


  “Charlotte, what the hell were you thinking?” Margaret’s voice remained even.


  “I’ve been doing a lot of thinking lately.” Charlie kept her voice just as even and monotone.


  “You know what I mean.” Margaret faltered, unable to control her irritation. “What were you thinking when you married that man?”


  “I was thinking that my father attacked me. I’m not sure if you remember that or not. And that the man you wanted me to marry would, in a likelihood, have beaten me, too.” She wanted to jump through the phone and strangle Margaret. How could her mother not understand the desperation that drove her to marry a total stranger?


  “Do you know what your selfishness has cost your father? His company?” Margaret snarled.


  “When did self-preservation become selfish?”


  “Because of you, the merger with Novack Enterprises is on hold. That merger would have guaranteed the company’s continued success and your future. Now we have to fix your mess.”


  “The merger? Are you even listening to yourself?” Charlie demanded, fighting to keep the tremor from her voice. “He could have killed me, Mother, and then I wouldn’t even have a future for you to barter with. And you call me selfish? You don’t—”


  “Stop it, Charlotte. Your actions could have ruined everything,” Margaret hissed. The sound crackled in Charlie’s ear.


  “You predicted this, Mother. My first dance did become my husband.”


  “It was supposed to be Mason. You were meant to marry him. Marrying Thayer McLean is a huge mistake.”


  “And you have yet to tell me why.” Charlie sighed heavily. “It’s too late now, anyway. Just give this up.” She leaned forward, resting her head in her hand.


  “No. Come home now and your father will fix this.”


  Her mother’s demand caught her off guard. “There is nothing to fix. I’m exactly where I want to be. Anyway, Richard can’t undo this.”


  “Yes, he can. If you come home now, we can say the video was a fake.” A nervous edge has entered Margaret’s voice and her words were rushed. “Your father will erase the marriage from your chip and all this will be over. But you have to come home. You must acknowledge the marriage as false.”


  Charlie scoffed. “Richard isn’t interested in fixing anything, ever. He wants to break me down until there’s nothing left of me that can stand. I won’t crawl back just to be broken again.”


  “Then stay there and hide. Either way, your father will get his way. Your marriage to Mason is inevitable,” Margaret threatened.


  Charlie blanched, remembering her dance with Mason at her coming-out. We are an inevitability. “If he tries to invalidate this marriage, I’ll tell anyone who will listen what he did to my Determining and my Compatibility test with Drew. I’ll tell the city Guard about the attack Everyone will know his dirty little secrets. I didn’t have a choice in my Determining, but I won’t let you and Richard make this decision for me. I’m not coming home. Nothing you do will make me.” Charlie’s breath came out in heavy puffs when she finished her rant.


  Margaret responded in a strained whisper. “You will regret this.”


  “No, I don’t think I will.” She hung up before Margaret could utter a word. Clenching her hands into fists, she wished she had the strength to break the phone in two.


  Slamming the phone down on the counter, Charlie jumped off the stool and stomped over to the sink. She plunged her hands into the now cold water. With more force than necessary, she turned on the hot water, refilling the sink. She reached into the soapy water but pulled her hands back with a hiss when the hot water scalded her.


  “Damn it!” She let out a string of curses.


  Tears stung the back of her eyes, threatening to break free. The more she fought to control them, the harder it became to keep them at bay. Finally, she just let them fall. She hadn’t cried over the attack, Drew, or any of the other things that had happened to her since the Determining. Now it seemed like every bruise and every piece of her broken heart fought to be expelled from her body.


  Frustrated by her weakness, Charlie shoved her hands back into the scalding water. Ignoring the pain, she forced herself to finish washing the dishes. Unable to see anything through the constant flow of tears, she worked by feel. When she thought of Richard’s abuse, Mason’s comments in the elevator, and her mother’s indifference, she gripped the sponge tighter, scrubbing with more force.


  By the time she finished, her arms ached and her hands stung. Her tears slowed enough for her to see. She looked at the pile of clean dishes, not knowing where any of them belonged, and threw her hands up in exasperation.


  “I give up,” she said to herself, drying her hands on her pants and using the heels of her palms to rub her eyes.


  Behind her, Thayer cleared his throat. She jumped, quickly wiping away any evidence of her breakdown. She turned to face him, knowing she must look puffy and red.


  He stood in the doorway with his hands in his pockets. When he saw her red eyes, a little wrinkle formed between his brows. “You didn’t have to clean up. I would have done that,” he spoke gently.


  “It’s the least I could do.” She cringed at the nasally sound of her voice. “Anyway, I need to get familiar with the kitchen.”


  “Right.” She expected him to say or do something, but he just stood in the doorway, watching her.


  “Did you need something?” Charlie wished he would leave. She didn’t like being so vulnerable in front of him.


  “My conference call ended.” He walked toward the pile of clean dishes, grabbing one of the mugs from the top. “I need more caffeine if I expect to get through the rest of my day.”


  Rather than stand and watch him, Charlie started opening cabinets, searching for the proper place for each clean dish.


  “Here.” Thayer reached from behind her, taking the skillet she held. His fingers brushed against hers. She turned to face him, surprised at his nearness. They stood toe to toe, his chest merely inches from hers. She looked up at him, keeping a neutral expression plastered on her face.


  “I need to learn where everything goes.” Determination filled her.


  “I can show you.” His eyes held hers with a steady look.


  The spicy scent of his soap filled her nose. “I can figure it out.” She tried to ignore the alluring fragrance as she stared back at him.


  “I know.” His proximity made her nervous.


  She took a step back but didn’t refuse his help. She handed him the dishes, watching him put them away. Again, she couldn’t help noticing how comfortable he seemed. She found herself watching him rather than noting where all the dishes went.


  “I should get back to work,” he said, placing the final dish in its cupboard. He turned, eyeing her. “Will you be alright on your own for the rest of the day?”


  “Of course. I have some loose ends to tie up.” She turned, heading back to the guestroom.


  “See you for dinner?” Thayer called after her.


  “Mmhmm.”


  Her room had simple grey walls, a black futon, and a matching black desk. Shelves were built into the wall behind the futon in random increments. Most sat empty, but one near the nightstand held a small bamboo plant. Charlie looked at the green plant, one of the only colorful things in the angular room. The other shelves displayed expensive pieces of art or remained empty.


  Walking inside, Charlie sat at the desk where she’ left her tablet the night before. With a few clicks, she accessed her school email account. She typed a general email to all her professors, explaining her sudden marriage and the week of classes she would miss. She prayed they would understand as she clicked send.


  With nothing left to do, she logged onto her personal email account. She let out a frustrated groan when she saw over two hundred unopened messages. That couldn’t be right. She’d just emptied her inbox the day before.


  Beginning the arduous process of sorting through the messages, she noticed a common theme in the emails. Almost each one was from a reporter asking for an exclusive on her marriage to Thayer. Some had even sent her multiple messages. It seemed that as soon as she deleted one, another popped up to take its place.


  She was tempted to empty her inbox, but she spotted a few personal messages in the quagmire she needed to read. So she scrolled through, reading the personal messages as she came across them and erasing everything in between. Soon the words on the screen melded together into a mass of incomprehensible letters. She stopped thinking about her task and started clicking the delete button without any thought.


  Her phone rattled on the desk, pulling her attention away from the swarm of unwanted emails. She looked at the screen. Ruth’s name and picture flashed next to the text symbol.


  Charlie’s heart hammered as she opened the message.


  



  -I just saw the news. I’m trying to understand all this but you have to tell me, what the hell is going on? Don’t respond to this unless you’re willing to tell me everything. I don’t want to hear any more of your lies.


  



  Charlie immediately typed out a response but stopped before sending it. Could she tell Ruth everything? About her father, Drew, and the Lottery? Even if Ruth believed her, she doubted the truth would make a difference. Either way, this wasn’t a conversation she wanted to have over text.


  She dialed and waited for an answer, her breath whooshing in her ears.


  “Why did you do it?” Ruth snapped without a hello.


  Charlie paused, trying to gather her thoughts. She needed to tread with caution if she wanted to preserve this relationship. “I know that nothing I say is going to make this better, but I want you to know that I didn’t do this on purpose. I wasn’t lying when I told you I have no interest in Thayer.”


  “You haven’t answered my question,” Ruth replied tersely.


  “So much has happened since the party, I don’t even know where to start.” Charlie stood up from the desk, walking to the futon. She laid down on her back and stared up at the ceiling.


  “Just start and we’ll go from there,” Ruth commanded.


  Charlie swallowed. “After the party, my parents brokered a deal with Councilman Novack. I was being married off to Mason as the final piece to solidify the merger between his company and my father’s. The only way to get out of the marriage was to marry someone else.”


  “Why didn’t you just marry Drew?” Charlie could hear the emotion crackle in Ruth’s voice.


  “We tried. Our test was…” Charlie stopped. She desperately wanted to tell Ruth how Richard had rigged the test but thought better of it. “It came back incompatible.”


  “So the next best option was to steal my last hope for a proper marriage.” Ruth’s voice rose in a shrill demand.


  “No! I entered my name in the Lottery; it was my last resort. Thayer was the one it paired me with. I had no control over who the Lottery selected. I didn’t even know he’d entered his name.” Charlie tapped her fingers on the desk in frustration.


  “That’s ridiculous,” Ruth scoffed. “You need to come up with something better than that, Charlotte.”


  “It’s the truth.” Charlie fought to keep her voice even.


  “I doubt that. You’ve always been a selfish little princess.” Ruth’s words were biting and intended to wound. “I don’t know why we’re friends at all.”


  Between her parents and Ruth, she’d had enough. “I’ve told you the truth. I can’t do anything to change what’s happened. You can call me selfish and get mad at me, but I’m not sorry that I acted to save myself from an abusive father and an abusive marriage.”


  “I’m done with your lies, Charlotte. I’m done with you.” A click and a definite silence followed the pronouncement.


  Charlie dropped the phone onto her stomach. She stared up at the ceiling as emptiness overwhelmed her. In one day she’d lost her boyfriend and now her one friend.


  She felt completely alone.


  Chapter Sixteen


  Charlie stared at her tablet. Her mind was useless, like her brain had begun to liquefy. Her professors had responded to her email within a few hours. Each congratulated her and provided the work she’d needed to keep up with her classes. Her to-do list included two ten-page essays, four online tests, one research project, and over three hundred pages of reading and notes. At first she’d welcomed the distraction, but as the afternoon wore on, the list grew more daunting. It took most of the day, but she managed to complete the work for two of her easier classes. Now, she didn’t think she could handle anything more.


  She propped her head in her hands and yawned. Glancing at the clock, she realized lunch had passed by without her notice. She’d been working for hours. No wonder her brain felt full to overflowing. Though she had no appetite, she needed a break.


  Padding down the stairs, she headed to the deserted living room. She sprawled out on the couch and turned on the TV. She flipped through the channels, avoiding any station that might still be covering her elopement. She settled on a channel showing a movie.


  Charlie hadn’t seen this particular film before, but she’d heard all about it. Rather than follow the trends, the director decided to pay homage to Old World films by shooting the entire movie in black and white. Critics hadn’t responded well to the idea. Rather, they deemed the attempt at simplicity boring and unoriginal.


  Watching the film now, Charlie disagreed with the critics. The lack of color did nothing to diminish vibrancy on screen. Rather than relying on color, the director used light and dark to accentuate the actors and their performance. To her, the emotion the actors produced seemed more realistic in black and white than it would have in color. She lost herself in the actors’ expressions and the meaning in their simple movements. Though her knowledge of the Old World was limited, she found herself longing for the time pre-chip.


  Charlie let out a satisfied sigh when the credits rolled. She allowed herself to remain on the couch, enjoying the chance to relax. Closing her eyes, her body melted into the cushions beneath her. Another movie started in the background, but she didn’t hear it as she drifted off to sleep.


  The smell of sautéed garlic woke her. The sun had sunk below the horizon so only a faint glow from the kitchen illuminated the room. In the dim light, she noticed the blanket draped over her. Still groggy, she grabbed her phone. She’d been asleep for over two hours. The scent of food made her stomach rumble, reminding her that she’d missed lunch.


  She threw off the blanket and stood, wincing as the movement jarred her ribs. The medicine she’d taken with breakfast had worn off. Her nap and the movie had already cut into the day. She didn’t want to stop for dinner, but couldn’t take the medicine without it. She needed something quick that she could eat while working.


  Entering the kitchen, all chances of a quick meal flew out the window. Thayer already had two places at the end of the island set. A bottle of white wine chilled in a bucket of ice and candles flickered between the two place settings.


  Thayer stood by the stove, stirring something that smelled of bacon and cheese. He still wore his jeans, but he’d changed into a light blue button down that he’d left un-tucked. Charlie took in the sight of him and the dinner he was preparing and smiled at the gesture.


  Thayer turned to grab more grated cheese and spotted her in the doorway. “I’m glad you’re up. I was about to come wake you.”


  “What is all this?” Charlie pointed to the wine and place settings.


  “Dinner.” He gestured to the pan on the stove with the wooden spoon in his hand. “I made spaghetti carbonara.”


  The food smelled wonderful and her stomach longed to be filled, but she hesitated. You’ll have to spend time alone with him at some point. Get used to it. “Can I do anything?”


  “Could you pour the wine?” He hesitated before asking, as if concerned he might frighten her away if he asked too much.


  By the time she filled their glasses, he arrived at the table with two plates full of pasta. “I hope you like it.”


  Charlie leaned forward, taking a mouthful. It tasted even better than it looked. A smile broke across her face. “This is great.”


  Thayer’s mouth pulled up in a lopsided smile. “I’m glad.”


  They fell silent, too preoccupied by the food for conversation. When Charlie finally tore herself away from the meal, she found Thayer watching her. Their eyes connected, catching her in his gaze.


  Self-conscious under his scrutiny, she spoke to break the tension. “Tell me about yourself.”


  Thayer’s eyes widened in surprise; clearly he hadn’t expected her to make conversation. “What would you like to know?” He recovered, taking a sip of wine.


  She wanted to know why he’d entered the Lottery, but the moment didn’t seem right. Instead, she asked the first question that popped into her head. “What’s your favorite color?”


  He startled her with a deep laugh. “Really? Any question, and that’s what you come up with?”


  His laugh broke the barrier between them. She found herself laughing, too. “I don’t know what else to ask.”


  “Green. I like green,” he chuckled. “And you?” His eyes danced with light and his smile softened the hard angles in his face.


  Charlie shot him a sheepish look. “I don’t have one favorite color. I’m partial to cool tones.” She looked down and pushed her remaining pasta around the plate.


  “Is that it, no more questions?” he teased when she didn’t speak.


  “I’m deciding which to ask.” She thought for a moment. “How is it that you can’t fry an egg but you can make spaghetti carbonara?”


  “Have you ever tried to fry an egg?” She shook her head. “It isn’t as easy as it sounds. There’s a precise science to it, one that I have yet to master.” He leaned back, taking a sip from his glass. “On the other hand, spaghetti carbonara is simple. Boiling water and cooking some bacon is a lot easier than flipping an egg without breaking the yolk.”


  “Who taught you to cook?”


  He spoke carefully, as if afraid to upset her. “Cornelia Prescott.”


  “As in famous actress daughter of a Councilman? That Cornelia Prescott?” Charlie asked in surprise.


  Thayer nodded, his expression remaining passive. “We graduated from University together.”


  “Isn’t she younger than you?” Charlie took another bite, wondering if he’d learned to cook this specific dish from the starlet.


  “She is. My Determining placed me in the military for three years. I didn’t go to University until after.”


  Military training would explain your muscular frame. Charlie blushed at the thought. Thayer noticed the redness of her cheeks and quirked his head to one side.


  She swallowed, speaking before he could ask about her blush. “Is it usual for someone to enter the military for such a short period? I always assumed the Determining would make a placement like that permanent.”


  “Usually the military is a career, yes. In my case, it was a stepping-stone. I needed the training to take over my father’s company.” Thayer stared past her; his face filling with what she could only define as resentment.


  It struck her that Thayer might have endured a Determining similar to her own. She wondered whether Councilman McLean had a hand in deciding his son’s future.


  “It would seem our chips believe in keeping business in the family,” she said, more to herself than to him.


  He looked back at her. His eyes searched her face, absorbing every detail; much like the night before when he’d noted her cuts and bruises. “It would seem so.”


  Not wanting to end their conversation on a low note, she quickly changed the subject. “What use will your military training be when you take over for your father?”


  The muscles in Thayer’s face relaxed. “My father owns Milites Security. We’re a private security company.”


  “I knew your family was in security. I guess I just thought you’d focus on the business side of things.”


  “My father believes in knowing all aspects of the business,” Thayer offered.


  Charlie took a sip of wine. “Do you work for the company now?”


  He nodded. “Mostly I manage the people. I do everything from overseeing training to handling any work orders that come in.”


  “It sounds like you do more of the work than your father.”


  Thayer smiled, though it didn’t reach his eyes. “His job is harder than mine. I’ve always found people to be easier and more forgiving than the bottom-line.”


  “But?” she prompted.


  Thayer’s fingers began tapping out an agitated rhythm. “You know what it’s like, being expected to follow in your father’s footsteps.”


  She did, so she didn’t press him any further. “You said you’re in the city for business?”


  Thayer’s fingers stilled. Charlie got the impression he was measuring how much to share with her. “Yes. We have a few clients I needed to meet with before fulfilling our contracts. But, enough about work.” He leaned toward her. “What else would you like to know about me?”


  Still wondering about the Lottery, she tested the waters. “I don’t think you’d like the question I really want to ask.”


  “All you can do is ask. If I don’t like it, I don’t have to answer.” He leveled her with a steady look.


  Steeling her courage, she took the plunge. “Why did you enter your name in the Lottery? You could choose any woman you want. Why throw that away?”


  “You’re right, I don’t like that question.” He paused. “But then, maybe you’re the only person who would understand.” He said the last part to himself.


  “Tell me,” she encouraged.


  He hesitated. “I can’t have just any woman. I’m under the control of the chip, just like every other person. Not to mention my family’s expectations. I think you understand that.” He gave her a knowing look. “Rather than go through the hassle of choosing a wife from an approved pool of candidates only to find we are incompatible, I decided to let the Lottery choose for me. Either way, it wouldn’t be my decision. At least now I won’t have my parents pressuring me to marry. For better or worse, it’s done.” He shot her an apologetic look.


  “You’re right. I may be the only person who understands. Maybe we really are meant to be paired.” She looked at him, wishing that somehow this would be a point of common ground for them.


  “Maybe.” He smiled. “While we’re sort of on the subject, I have something for you.” He reached into the pocket of his jeans and pulled out a small, black velvet box. “To make things official.” He slid the box across the table toward her.


  She knew it held a wedding ring, but that didn’t stop her hands from shaking in nervous anticipation. With slow movements, she opened the box to reveal the ring inside. A flawless princess cut diamond sat between two smaller diamonds. All three were mounted on a white gold band. Small diamonds covered the accompanying wedding band. The two locked together so perfectly that at first Charlie thought the box held a single double-banded ring.


  “It’s beautiful.” Charlie swallowed the lump rising in her throat. Seeing the ring reminded her of Drew and his simple offering. Could that only have been a week ago? It seemed like lifetimes.


  Thayer reached for the box, removed the ring, and took her hand. A shock traveled down her arm when their skin touched. She wanted to pull her hand away, but controlled the impulse. He gently slid the ring onto her finger. It fit. He held her hand a moment longer than necessary before letting go.


  “Where’s yours?” she asked, her voice thick with emotion.


  He reached back into his pocket, pulling out a simple silver band. “Did you want to put it on?” he asked, uncertain.


  She didn’t want to. Wearing the ring was necessary for pretense but exchanging rings like this made their marriage tangible. But she couldn’t say no. Taking his hand in hers, she slid the ring onto his finger.


  Almost as soon as she’d pushed it into place, a shrill alarm echoed through the apartment. She pulled away and clamped her hands over her ears. Wide eyed, she shot him a questioning look. Thayer seemed to have grown even taller and broader. Every muscle in his body tensed, at the ready.


  He said something to her that she couldn’t hear. She shook her head in confusion, and he motioned for her to stay at the table. She nodded, watching him leave the kitchen. Minutes passed before the alarm cut off.


  Removing her hands, she half expected the alarm to start screaming again. She strained to hear anything, but her ears continued to ring, preventing her from picking up any sound.


  “Thayer?” she called in a whisper. No reply came.


  Another minute passed in silence before footsteps sounded from the entryway. The sound grew louder, heading toward the kitchen, closer to her. Heart pounding, she grabbed the corkscrew and hid it in her lap. It won’t kill anyone, but it could buy me time to get away.


  Thayer appeared around the corner. She let out a sigh of relief, loosening her grip on the corkscrew. He wore an annoyed expression. “Nothing to worry about. A pest found its way into the apartment.” He looked over his shoulder, drawing Charlie’s attention to the man behind him.


  “How was I supposed to know you’d have the alarm set?” Charlie detected a slight drawl in the words. “You never keep that thing on.” Logan McLean walked into the kitchen, amusement playing across his features. He spotted Charlie and all playfulness drained from his face.


  Like his brother, Logan’s eyes took in every bruise and cut. Charlie watched his expression pass from shock to anger. It surprised her how similar the two brother’s reactions were.


  Logan glared at Thayer. “What the hell did you do to her?”


  Thayer ignored him, turning his attention to Charlie. “Charlotte, this is my brother Logan. Don’t listen to anything he says. We may have been raised by the same mother, but somehow he missed every lesson on manners and tact.”


  “Your brother isn’t responsible for my appearance.” Charlie stood and extended a hand to her brother-in-law, discreetly placing the corkscrew back on the table.


  Logan took her hand absently, his eyes riveted on her face. “Now that you’re a part of the family, I feel obligated to ask: is there someone I need to take care of for you?” His voice came off teasing, but Charlie didn’t miss the sincerity in his eyes or the look he shot Thayer.


  “It’s been taken care of,” Charlie assured him with a small smile.


  He nodded, though the expression on his face told her he wasn’t convinced.


  “What brings you over?” Thayer interrupted.


  Charlie sat back down and the two brothers followed her lead. Her appetite gone, she sipped her wine.


  “I came over because of Charlotte.” Logan glanced at her, but he couldn’t meet her eyes. His gaze kept flicking back to her injuries. “Congratulations, brother, you’ve done well. Though this puts me in a bind. Mom will turn all her attention to marrying me off next. And I’ll have no hope of sneaking off in the night like you two lovebirds.


  “But enough about all that. I’d like to get to know my new sister.” He turned expectantly. His blue eyes were a deeper shade than Thayer’s, but still had the ability to see right through her.


  Charlie didn’t even know her husband yet. The idea of having to impress his brother overwhelmed her. “Ask away.”


  Logan tapped his fingers on the table, a thoughtful look on his face. “How old are you?”


  “I’ll be twenty-one in a few weeks,” she answered.


  Logan’s eyes widened a little. “What are you doing married to this old man?” He slapped Thayer on the shoulder.


  Thayer glared at his brother. “Careful, Logan. In two years, you’ll be old, too.”


  Logan ignored Thayer, continuing with his questions. “How did you end up married to my brother?”


  Charlie’s heart throbbed, but she kept her face calm. “Good luck and a little pressure.”


  Logan laughed. “Is that the secret formula to marriage?”


  “It’s worked so far.” She crossed her arms against her chest.


  “What are you studying at University?” He changed direction.


  “Business and economics.”


  “What will you do with your education?”


  “Whatever my chip tells me.” She shifted under his scrutiny.


  His mouth turned down a little. “Do you always do what you’re told?”


  Charlie scoffed. “If you only knew.”


  “What—”


  Thayer cut off Logan’s next question, slapping him on the back and shooting him a warning look. “Logan, stop interrogating my wife.”


  “I actually have a lot of work to do for classes.” She stood and the brothers followed suit. “It was nice to meet you. I’m sure I’ll see you again soon.”


  Logan reached out, shaking her hand. “Goodnight, Mrs. McLean.”


  She clenched her fists at the title and pulled back from Logan.


  Thayer shot her an apologetic look. “I’ll see you in the morning.”


  She nodded, retreating from the room. Although they were normal questions, Logan’s probing was unwelcome. She didn’t feel the need to reveal all her secrets, and the fact that he seemed to want to know them annoyed her. The sudden urge to march back into the kitchen and yell at him nagged her. She ignored it, trudging up the stairs.


  The guestroom had its own bathroom, modeled to match the bedroom’s simple and modern décor. Charlie went straight there. She grabbed the bottle of pain pills next to the sink, taking one before stripping down and getting in the shower.


  The hot water ran down her back, relieving her aching muscles. All her energy flowed out of her body and escaped down the drain with the water, leaving an empty ache behind. She wouldn’t cry again, not today. Taking a deep breath, she pushed aside her raw emotions and finished her shower without shedding a tear.


  She slipped into a pair of sweatpants and an oversized sweatshirt. She looked at herself in the mirror as she brushed her teeth. Thayer had been right; the bruises were fading and her nose looked closer to its normal size. Spitting out her toothpaste, Charlie examined her split lip and the few cuts around her eyes. Those would be the hardest to cover, but if she continued healing at her current rate, she might be able to go back to classes before the end of the week.


  Buoyed by this small improvement, she returned to the futon and her work. Pulling out her tablet, she started researching for her paper. None of the sites she visited had any information about her, Thayer, or their wedding. It was a relief to escape from the situation, even if the break was only momentary.


  Eventually, Charlie heard Thayer ascending the stairs. He stopped outside her room and she paused, waiting for him to knock. Seconds passed before his footsteps continued down that hall.


  She worked for a few more hours until her eyes grew too tired to continue. With a sigh, she powered down the tablet and turned the lights out. In the dark, she reached out to the empty side of the bed, thinking of Drew. If her father hadn’t interfered, would she be lying beside him now?


  I never loved him.


  The thought came out of nowhere. It brought with it waves of guilt. Wrapping her arms around herself, she fell into a fitful sleep.


  
    ~

  


  A decaying door hanging by its rusted hinges beckoned to Charlie. Curiosity won over sense and she walked through the entry. As soon as she stood inside, the door slammed shut, plunging her into darkness.


  Her heart hammered out of control as she fumbled to find the light. Before she found a switch, an orange glow illuminated the room. She wasn’t in the entryway anymore, but in an office. It took her a moment to recognize it as the Office of Interpersonal Determination.


  The glow lighting the room came from fire crawling along the walls. It moved like a living creature stalking its prey. The flames devoured everything in its path, leaving an intricate design of black ash and glowing embers behind.


  Movement caught her eye. Mr. Ross stood across the room, wearing a vacant expression. Shadows played on his face, making his eyes look hollow. His skin hung off his body like loose folds of fabric. Charlie took a step toward him and his eyes flicked to hers. The eyes she remembered as warm brown were now blood red and animalistic. Fear churned in her stomach.


  “You’ve done this to yourself.” It wasn’t Mr. Ross’s voice but her father’s that hissed at her.


  The flames traveled to the floor and licked at her from behind, pushing her closer and closer to him. She wanted to run, but the heat propelled her forward. When she stood within reach, he wound his arm back and hit her. Blood spurted from her nose, flowing down her face and staining her clothes. The warm, red liquid poured from her, pooling at her feet. She tried to stop the bleeding, but nothing stemmed the flow.


  She needed to tell him that she didn’t do this. Everything that’d happened was her father’s fault. The burning walls and all the decay was his responsibility, not hers. But no matter how hard she fought, she couldn’t make a sound.


  “You will pay for this, Charlotte. No matter where you run, no matter what you do, we will find you.” Black smoke seeped from his pores, curling around him.


  Mr. Ross’s body jerked. He opened his mouth in a silent scream. Smoke flew from his mouth in a torrent. A loud crack echoed through the room. His jaw ripped away from his head, falling to the burning floor. When all the smoke escaped, Mr. Ross’s body looked like nothing more than empty skin. It collapsed, leaving a pillar of black smoke behind.


  Richard’s voice surrounded her. It deepened to something guttural and demonic. “You can’t run from us, Charlotte.”


  The smoke shot out toward her, knocking her back into the flames. Fire crawled up her limbs, burning her flesh. Smoke surrounded her, cutting off her oxygen. She tried to take a breath, but when she opened her mouth the smoke shot inside her. She could feel it slipping down her throat. It expanded like it wanted to rip her apart. She was going to die.


  Charlie jerked awake. She tried to gasp but choked on something in her mouth. Coughing, she leaned over, desperately searching for the light. She clicked the lamp on and froze.


  Blood covered the bed.


  Images from her nightmare rushed back. Mr. Ross’s eyes, the smoke, the flames, the blood pooling at her feet. Her half-asleep mind couldn’t distinguish the dream from reality. Before she could clamp her mouth shut, she let out a piercing scream.


  She had to get away from the blood. Scrambling out of bed, she only managed to get twisted up in the sheets. She ended up in a heap on the floor. With a whimper, she untangled herself and crawled away from the crimson mess. She sat shaking in the corner. Her foggy mind tried to process what had happened as she rocked back and forth.


  “Charlotte? Charlotte!” Thayer bellowed from the other side of the locked door. “Let me in!”


  She tried to stand up but her legs were still weak with sleep. Moving made her head swim. Staying on the floor with her forehead resting on her knees, she breathed deeply in an attempt to calm herself.


  With a startling crash, the door flew open. Thayer rushed in, his expression fierce and protective. Taking in the bloody bedding, his face paled. In seconds, he crouched in front of her.


  “Charlotte, what happened? Where are you bleeding?” He reached out, examining her for a wound.


  “It… it was a dream. But then I woke up and it was real. All the blood…” A shiver ran down her spine. “I didn’t mean to wake you.”


  Finding no injury, Thayer sat back on his heels with a sigh of relief. “I think it was just a nose bleed. Not surprising, seeing that you broke it.” He ran his hands through his already disheveled hair. “The way you screamed, I thought someone was killing you.”


  “I’m sorry,” she said in a small voice. Now fully awake, all Charlie wanted to do was crawl into a hole somewhere and die. She felt like an idiot for waking him over a bad dream and a bloody nose.


  “Don’t be.” He reached out, brushing her hair back so he could see her face. The feel of his fingers brushing her skin made her shiver. “Why don’t you get cleaned up?”


  He helped her to her feet. She pulled away as soon as she had her balance. Dizziness still overwhelmed her, but she managed to make it to the bathroom without further assistance.


  She washed her face and mouth. Her shirt had absorbed most of the blood, though a few pieces of her hair were tinted red on the ends. With a little water, she washed it from her hair.


  A small trickle of red ran down onto her lip. Charlie grabbed a tissue, praying her nose wouldn’t start to gush again. She held it against her face for a minute before slowly moving it aside. Clean. She sighed in relief but kept the tissue in hand as she left the bathroom, just in case.


  Thayer stood over the futon, pulling the bloody sheets off the bed and throwing them in a pile on the floor. He glanced up at her when she walked in the room, brows furrowed with unease. “Are you okay?”


  For the first time, she noticed that he wore only a pair of plaid pajama pants. If his military training hadn’t been obvious before, it was now. She couldn’t help but note his broad shoulders and well-defined muscles. But what caught and held her attention was a long scar across his abdomen.


  It couldn’t be a surgical scar. No surgeries left scars anymore. Decorative scars had become popular in recent years, but this one had no obvious design. It must have been from an injury, she reasoned. But why wouldn’t he have it removed?


  She looked up at Thayer and flushed. His penetrating eyes watched her, waiting for some response.


  “I’m fine.” Her breathless voice heightened the embarrassing blush in her cheeks. She wished he would leave. The situation was humiliating enough without him hanging around. Especially after he’d caught her gawking at him.


  A smile tugged at the corner of his mouth, but he turned away from her before it spread into a full grin. He walked over to the closet and shuffled around. He pulled out a set of clean sheets, placing them on the bed. The smile was gone, replaced by a neutral expression.


  “I’ll make the bed while you change,” he offered, glancing at the blood decorating her shirt.


  She crossed her arms, trying to hide the stains, and shifted from foot to foot. “You don’t have to clean up after me.”


  He ignored her. “If you aren’t going to change, sit down.” He pointed to the desk chair.


  Before she could protest, he disappeared into the bathroom. She heard the water run for a minute. He reappeared with a wet facecloth in hand.


  He looked at her still standing and raised an eyebrow. “Sit.”


  Charlie considered refusing, but she figured he would leave quicker if she complied. With a huff of protest, she walked over to the chair and settled in. He handed her the cold washcloth.


  “Put that on your nose. It should help.” He waited for her to obey before returning to the bed.


  Charlie closed her eyes, enjoying the feel of the cool cloth on her sore nose. Her ears picked up the rustle of sheets. Listening to the sound, she tracked Thayer’s movements. The noise prevented her from relaxing. Her limbs were weighed down by a mixture of tension and exhaustion.


  “Charlotte … ” Thayer murmured.


  She opened her eyes to see him standing in front of her. Behind him, the bed was made and turned down. The clean sheets beckoned and her weary body longed to answer their call.


  “Thank you.” She stood, removing the cloth.


  He observed her for a few seconds before speaking. “I’ll be down the hall if you need anything.”


  She nodded and the tension in her shoulders relaxed as he turned to go.


  He paused at the door. “I’ll get that fixed tomorrow.” He looked at the doorframe. The piece near the lock had been completely torn from the wall. He turned, watching her.


  Those piercing eyes traveled over her. She was surprised by the protectiveness she saw in them. Rather than making her uncomfortable, she felt safe. Goosebumps rose on her arms.


  “Goodnight.” Thayer’s voice sounded thick when he spoke.


  “Goodnight,” Charlie whispered.


  Without another word or glance, he disappeared down the hall.


  Chapter Seventeen


  “We’ve tracked her chip to McLean’s apartment. Should I send a team in to collect her, Councilman?” James’ voice echoed from the small black phone on the desk.


  Richard ignored the question. The tablet on the desk held him captive. On the screen, Charlotte stood next to that man, exchanging their vows. He watched as the two shared a brief kiss. His rage compounded, growing stronger every time the clip played.


  An extraction team can’t fix this. You fucked up. The ever-present voice in Richard’s head taunted him.


  Richard’s jaw clenched. The voice was right. Grey Technology couldn’t handle the negative press. Not with the launch of their new program just around the corner.


  “Councilman?” His head of security, James, spoke again.


  “We can’t extract her now,” Richard growled. “Send a team to monitor the building. Notify me the moment she leaves.” As an afterthought, he added, “If your men have a chance to take her unseen, do it.”


  “Yes, sir.” The call ended with a click.


  Leaning back in his chair, Richard took stock of everything that had happened. The moment he’d learned she’d gone back to the Office of Interpersonal Determination, rage took over. The only thing he could remember after that call was the sick crunching sound as his fists made contact with her face and the pleasure her pain caused him.


  He would have killed her if not for that boy’s interference. The damn coward took Richard by surprise, the only reason the boy managed to overpower him. Richard walked away with a black eye, a fat lip, a screaming headache, and a bruised ego. Thinking about it, a red haze blurred his vision.


  Unable to stop himself, Richard pressed a button on the tablet and the video of Charlotte’s wedding played again. He noted her swaying on her feet, her hand clinging to McLean’s, the quick kiss they shared. Bile rose in his throat.


  Watching the apartment won’t fix anything.


  The words made Richard’s body tense and his hands shake. “We’ll get her back.”


  The voice cackled. You’re a fool if you thi—


  “Charlotte won’t come home.” Margaret interrupted the voice. He glanced up. She stood in the doorway, arms crossed over her chest. “Not of her own free will.”


  A hiss echoed in Richard’s head. He twitched, trying to banish it and failing. “Did you expect she would?”


  She walked into the room, taking the empty seat across from his desk with a huff. “I thought she might come to terms with the marriage over time. But you’ve destroyed any chance of that happening.” Her fingers tapped against her knee as she glared at him, shooting a pointed look at his swollen hands.


  Are you going to let this bitch disrespect you?


  Richard ignored the voice. “She entered her name in the Lottery, Margaret. They paired her before I—”


  “Stop pretending you couldn’t have fixed it with the click of a button.” She leaned forward, sneering at him. “If you’d taken a moment and used your head, we wouldn’t be in this mess. You’ve been this way since I met you. Quick tempered without sparing a moment for thought.”


  Richard’s hackles rose. “Don’t forget, I’m the one that made us what we are. Without me, you’d have nothing. You’d be nothing.”


  She scoffed. “No. If it hadn’t been for the Council, Donovan would have remained the CEO of Grey Technology. Without them, you wouldn’t even be on the Council. They made us what we are.”


  Don’t let her get away with this. Don’t let her be like Charlotte.


  Richard rose to his feet, spurred on by his inner demon. “Donovan died by my hand. I did that, not the Council!”


  “They needed your brother alive! You should know better than anyone that we can’t repair the damage he did to the program. The hundreds of programmers working for you still haven’t discovered all that he did. If he were still alive, we could have used him, forced him to fix it.”


  “We don’t need him.” He barely managed to speak through his gritted teeth.


  Margaret’s eyebrows arched with disbelief. “It’s been eighteen years since you killed Donovan. I’ve seen little progress.”


  The voice bellowed and any control Richard had vanished. In an instant, he held Margaret up by the throat. He didn’t squeeze hard enough to cut her air off, just enough to make a point.


  Cut her off! Squeeze harder!


  Richard was tempted to obey, but denied the urge. He bent down until their faces were level. “Don’t ever disrespect me again. I beat Charlotte because she didn’t remember her place. Nothing will stop me from doing the same to you,” he spoke in a low, menacing growl.


  Tears slipped from Margaret’s wide eyes, sliding down her cheeks. “You … wouldn’t,” she wheezed, her face turning red.


  “Don’t bank on it.” Disgusted, Richard pushed her away. She landed in a heap on the floor. Her hands automatically went to her neck as she took a few labored breaths.


  She crawled to her knees, taking a moment to catch her balance before rising to her feet. “Have you forgotten what I know?” she rasped, hands still on her neck, fear overwhelming her face.


  His blood went cold at the reminder, but he managed to keep his face calm. He settled back into his chair, returning his attention to the tablet while he spoke. “You can go.” He dismissed her with a wave.


  She glared at him but complied without question, her heels shuffling as she stumbled away.


  You should have killed her.


  Richard shook his head. “She’s my wife, I’ll do what I please with her.”


  You’d do well to heed me.


  Richard heard the words, but his attention was focused on the video. He touched the screen and played it again.


  No, he wouldn’t let Charlotte do this. No matter what he had to do or who he had to hurt, she would submit to him. He would make sure of it.


  Chapter Eighteen


  “You all know my position.” Nemo tried to keep his tone impartial. “Do any of you have concerns?”


  He sat at a long table in the conference room. Six screens stood spaced evenly around the table. The faces of each Leader stared back at him from the displays. Their expressions varied from impassive to furious.


  As expected, Drayton spoke first. “Marriage was not part of the original plan you presented.” His eyes narrowed.


  “No, but it became a necessity.” Nemo let his gaze drift over the six screens. “A union between Grey and Novack would rip Charlotte from our grasp and strengthen the Council. We couldn’t afford to let it happen.”


  Drayton started to protest but Samar interrupted, her voice crackling over the speakers. “Marriage aside, you did this without our approval.”


  Nemo forced back a frustrated sigh. “There wasn’t time for a formal meeting. I did what was necessary under the circumstances.”


  “I can attest to the need for quick action,” Slater piped up, pushing his glasses higher on his nose. “When I arrived to perform the marriage, I saw the extent of the girl’s injuries. If Nemo hadn’t acted quickly, I doubt she would have survived to play her part in this.”


  Lisha, the Leader from New Florida, spoke in a small, high-pitched voice. “But she wasn’t harmed until after the pairing with Thayer, isn’t that right?”


  Nemo shifted, trying to disguise his discomfort. “True, but with Grey it was only a matter of time before something like this happened.”


  “You can’t know that,” Drayton scoffed.


  Nelia huffed in annoyance. “We need to focus on where we go from here.”


  “As far as I’m concerned, this all worked out better than the original plan,” Slater said with a confident grin.


  “How’s that?” barked Drayton.


  A look of disdain crossed Slater’s face. “Rather than integrating ourselves into her life slowly, we have someone right there. This pairing will work to our advantage.”


  The faces on the monitors softened. A few even smiled.


  “This will make it easier for another one of our members to befriend her.” Nemo looked at the glaring Drayton. “Everything worked out.”


  Samar’s voice drew his attention. “Your actions may have pushed us further ahead of schedule, but they don’t excuse you. All future decisions need to be brought before the Leaders. We are not the Council.”


  A chorus of voices muttered in agreement.


  Nemo curled his fingers into fists. “I can’t promise that. If another situation arises that requires quick action, I’ll do what I deem necessary. In every other case, I’ll bring all matters before the Leaders.”


  No one seemed thrilled by this, but none protested.


  “If there is nothing else—” Nemo began.


  “We can’t conclude this meeting yet.” On the screen, Samar shifted in her chair. “Thayer, you’ve said nothing. Seeing as you’ve married Miss Grey, I want to hear your opinion.”


  Thayer had spent the meeting in silence, taking in the conversation around him. Now, he sat forward, choosing his words with care. “The pairing serves our needs. From what I’ve observed, I can assure you all that Charlotte will be invaluable to us.”


  “Your relationship with her must be priority. Get her to trust you. Once you’ve established that connection, we can move forward,” Nemo commanded.


  Thayer’s brows puckered in a frown. “Since the attack, I’ve been wondering whether a woman would be more successful in making a connection with her. She doesn’t seem to trust me or my brother.”


  Nelia spoke up. “I may be able to form a bond with her. We’ve met before. My connection with your family will provide a cover for me to get closer to her.”


  “Do it.” Nemo nodded. “We’re counting on the two of you.”


  One by one the Leaders agreed. Seconds later, the screens blinked off, leaving Nemo alone.


  Chapter Nineteen


  The sound of a piano woke Charlie. Sleep still lingered at the edge of her mind, making her feel slow and stupid. She rolled onto her side and reached for the phone. Her bleary eyes made it difficult to focus on the screen but, after a moment of fussing, she managed to turn the alarm off. With the music silenced, she tried to let sleep claim her again.


  Memories of the night before thrust her back to consciousness. Heaving a heavy sigh, she rolled out of bed and padded to the bathroom. She’d been too tired to change out of the blood-covered shirt from the night before. After pulling it over her head and slipping out of her sweatpants, she stepped into the shower to wash the nightmare from her skin.


  She lingered under the warm spray, enjoying the feel of her muscles uncoiling. Her ribs throbbed as she reached up to scrub her hair. She focused her mind on Thayer instead of the pain. Remembering the sight of him bursting into her room made her cheeks glow with humiliation. She didn’t like appearing as though she couldn’t save herself. Unfortunately, it seemed like she’d been a damsel in distress since her coming-out. The previous night proved to be the icing on the cake.


  She gingerly washed her face, flinching as the slight pressure caused her nose to ache in protest. Her frustration mounted. Even her body seemed determined to keep her helpless. She forced herself to move carefully as she rinsed the soap from her face and finished washing. She couldn’t wait until her injuries healed.


  Not wanting to see the proof of her weakness, she avoided the mirror as she headed back to the bedroom in search of clean clothes. She pulled on a pair of jeans and a warm sweater. Heading down to the kitchen, she expected to find Thayer already eating, but an empty room greeted her.


  It took Charlie a moment to spot the note propped up against a mug near the coffee pot. Seeing her name at the top of the paper, she picked it up and read.


  



  Charlotte,


  I have a meeting I can’t put off. Be back in a few hours.


  -Thayer


  



  From the little she knew about him, it seemed fitting that Thayer would leave her a handwritten note rather than sending a text. It felt wrong to waste the precious paper, so she slipped the note into her pocket.


  After embarrassing herself the night before, she’d dreaded spending the day in Thayer’s company. Knowing that she’d have the apartment to herself for at least the morning sent relief racing through her. Not only could she attempt to put last night behind her, she’d have free reign to explore. She figured the best place to start her exploration would be the kitchen. But first, she needed breakfast.


  With a smile on her face, she poured coffee into her mug, following it with a heaping spoonful of sugar and a splash of cream. She carried the mug with her, taking small sips as she opened every cabinet and drawer. She pulled out a loaf of bread and the butter dish, noting the location of other things she might need in the future.


  Once she finished searching all the drawers and cabinets, she turned her attention to the fridge. Someone had stocked it with the basic necessities. She managed to find a jar of strawberry jam hidden in the back, which she grabbed.


  A few minutes later she sat on one of the barstools with her breakfast. Before sitting down, she’d grabbed the newspaper she’d spotted the day before. Taking a bite of toast, she unfolded the paper and flipped through. She read a few articles but mostly just enjoyed the feel of paper and smell of ink. I could get used to this.


  The novelty of a real newspaper faded when she reached the entertainment section. A still frame from her wedding video showed the quick kiss between her and Thayer. She knew that video was one of the only things keeping her father at bay, but she still found it hard to be grateful when it popped up everywhere she looked. With a grimace, she closed the paper and shoved it away.


  Needing a distraction more than before, she devoted herself to searching the apartment. Already familiar with the kitchen and living room, Charlie headed to the other rooms she hadn’t seen. Nothing interesting turned up until she reached the last door on the main floor.


  Standing in front of Thayer’s office, her heart pounded erratically. If anything could shed some light on him, his office would be it. She reached out, grasping the silver doorknob. With a deep breath she twisted. Disappointment filled her when the knob didn’t yield.


  Giving up on the first floor, she ascended the stairs. She passed by the door that led to her own room. The hall held two more doors. She stopped in front of Thayer’s room. Going inside would be an invasion of his privacy, but she desperately wanted to know more about her husband. In the end, curiosity won.


  It surprised Charlie to find that Thayer’s room looked like a copy of hers. She’d expected the room to have personal touches in the décor. Instead, she found the same simple color scheme of gray and black, the same shelves, and the same futon.


  Afraid to disturb anything, Charlie crept over to the shelves. One held a collection of works by Charles Dickens. She admired the precious books and wondered how much he’d spent on the treasures. The hardcover volumes smelled musty and old and, oddly, comforting. With hesitant movements, she ran a finger along the bindings and noted the lack of dust. Does he actually read these often? She took a minute to read the titles before moving on.


  Another shelf held small pieces of art while the remaining shelves displayed pictures. Getting closer, she recognized a few faces. Both Logan and Cornelia Prescott appeared in a number of photos. In one, Cornelia stood center with Logan and Thayer on either side. The men wore classic black tuxes while Cornelia flaunted her figure in a form fitting, floor-length gold gown. All three sported easy smiles as they looked into the camera. She couldn’t help but notice the light that filled Thayer’s face when he smiled.


  Charlie moved from photo to photo, noting familiar faces and trying to discern who was who until one frame in particular caught her eye. It showed a young man with his arm around a beautiful woman’s waist. He looked down at her with a tender smile while she smiled into the camera, oblivious to his adoring look. Behind them, Charlie could make out a rundown farmhouse. Weeds grew around the foundation and a number of the windows were boarded up.


  She found herself wondering about the couple. How could two people be so in love? They couldn’t have been paired. No one looked that happy with their chip-approved match. She leaned closer, studying more of the detail.


  “Those are my grandparents.”


  Charlie jumped away from the picture, whirling around. Thayer stood a few feet away. He’d dressed up to go to the meeting but had un-tucked his shirt and loosed his tie since returning home. His features fixed into an amused smile.


  “I didn’t mean to pry,” she said, feeling guilty.


  “Yes, you did.” He didn’t look angry, but Charlie still felt like a child caught with her hand in the cookie jar.


  “I shouldn’t have come in here without asking.”


  “Charlotte, it’s fine. They’re just pictures.” He moved closer, reaching for the photo of his grandparents. “This was taken right after they were married.” He smiled fondly. “My grandfather used all his savings to buy that broken-down house. They spent years fixing it and eventually expanded so they would have room for my father and his siblings.”


  “I’ve never seen two people look so happy.” She noted the look on his grandfather’s face again and tried to imagine that look on Richard’s face. She couldn’t.


  Thayer nodded, putting the photo back on the shelf. “They lived in a very different time. Now, society sees marriage as an institution, not a relationship.” He glanced down at her, his eyes serious. “We don’t get to fall in love.”


  The weight of his words made her fidget. “Do your grandparents still live there?”


  His eyes lingered on her for a few seconds before returning to the picture. “My family still owns the land, but my father tore down the house when my grandfather died.”


  Disappointment filled Charlie at the thought of the house being destroyed. “How could he do that after your grandparents poured so much into it?”


  Thayer placed the frame back on the shelf. “He’s never been a sentimental man. A small old farmhouse isn’t his idea of home.”


  “What happened to your grandmother?”


  “She lives with my parents in the new house. Actually, she helped raise Logan and I.” The memory had that familiar smile tugging at the corner of his mouth. “What about you?”


  “My grandparents?” He nodded. “I never knew them. My father’s parents died years before I was born and my mother doesn’t speak to her family. It’s always just been the three of us.” Memories of holidays spent alone and birthdays forgotten assaulted Charlie.


  Thayer turned, studying her when she fell silent. “How are you feeling today?” He abruptly changed the subject.


  She didn’t like being reminded of her embarrassment, but tried to shoot him a small, reassuring smile. “Better than last night.”


  An awkward silence formed between them. Charlie hated small talk; it made her uncomfortable. She searched her mind for something to say.


  “I better go. I have work I’ve been putting off all morning.” She thought she saw disappointment flash across his face. But the expression vanished almost as soon as she noticed it.


  “Of course. I’ll be in my office,” he offered, stuffing his hands in his pockets. He moved to go, then paused, looking like he wanted to add something.


  “Yes?” Charlie prompted.


  He hesitated. “Cornelia is in town. She wanted to stop by … .” He trailed off, leaving his question unasked.


  Charlie remembered Cornelia’s strange behavior at the coffee shop. She still didn’t know what to make of it, but seeing Cornelia might help her puzzle it out. “When is she coming?”


  “Tomorrow night.”


  “What happened to laying low until I’m healed?”


  “Cornelia is like family,” he evaded.


  “So you told her?” Charlie crossed her arms, allowing irritation to play across her face.


  His expression was apologetic. “My brother has a big mouth. If you don’t want her to come over, I understand.”


  She shrugged. “If she already knows, I see no reason for her to stay away.”


  A smile lightened his face. “I’ll let you get to work.” He disappeared before she could say anything else.


  She hurried back to her room, intending to start writing her paper. But all productivity escaped her as she sat down at the desk.


  Staring at the city beyond her window, her mind wandered. She replayed the conversation with Thayer. We don’t get to fall in love. These words in particular bounced around her head over and over. The truth in them bothered her. The more they echoed in her mind, the more she thought of Drew. He loved me and look what happened.


  She might not like having Cornelia see her so beat up, but her presence might provide the distraction she’d been searching for.


  
    ~

  


  At the sound of Cornelia’s arrival the next evening, Charlie emerged from her room and walked down the stairs with caution. The distraction of a visitor was welcome, but she wasn’t sure what to expect. Astonishment struck Charlie when Cornelia came into view. The woman standing next to Thayer bore little resemblance to the woman Charlie remembered from her coming-out.


  Rather than leave her gorgeous blonde hair down, Cornelia had pulled it back into a haphazard ponytail. She wore no makeup and sported a pair of chic black glasses. Fitted jeans clung to her hips while a loose sweater hung off one shoulder. Charlie couldn’t believe Cornelia still managed to look stunning in such a normal ensemble.


  Cornelia’s smile froze when Charlie appeared. She took in the yellowing bruises and scabbed cuts that marred Charlie’s face, but didn’t comment on them.


  “It’s good to see you again, Charlotte.” Cornelia pulled her into a hug. Like she had in the coffee shop, Cornelia kissed her on each cheek.


  Charlie took the familiar gesture in stride. “Likewise.” She stepped out of the embrace, putting space between them. Looking between Thayer and Cornelia, she waited for one of them to take over the conversation.


  “I’ll get us something to drink. Charlotte, could you show Cornelia to the living room?” Thayer asked.


  “Sure.” She led the way as Thayer headed to the kitchen. Cornelia was familiar with the apartment, but Charlie appreciated Thayer’s obvious attempt to make her feel more like the hostess rather than the guest.


  Cornelia took a seat on the leather couch. “How are classes going?”


  “As well as can be expected. Business isn’t my forte. But I’m sure I’ll grow into it.” Charlie did nothing to mask the skepticism in her voice.


  “So the incident at your coming-out was accurate. You don’t agree with your Determining.”


  Charlie stiffened. She didn’t know this woman well enough to have such an intimate conversation. “How is your production going?”


  Cornelia allowed the topic change. “It’s hard work, but I love every minute of it. That’s actually why I’m in Portestas. The company is performing here for the season.”


  Charlie leaned forward, genuinely interested in Cornelia’s job. “What show are you working on now?”


  Cornelia picked up on Charlie’s interest and started speaking animatedly. “It’s called Obedience. Have you seen it?”


  She flashed back to that day, her father’s sneer, the sting of her cheek. Obedience, Charlotte. “I’ve never seen anything performed live,” she admitted.


  “That’s such a shame. There’s nothing like live theater.” A mischievous grin spread across Cornelia’s face. “You should come. I can get you tickets.”


  “I don’t want to impose.”


  “No imposition at all. Thayer is always in and out of the city for business. It’s the perfect opportunity for a date night.” Cornelia winked, causing a blush to heat Charlie’s cheeks.


  “What are you going on about?” Thayer appeared with three bottles of beer balanced in one hand and a bowl of chips and salsa in the other.


  “Charlotte’s never seen a live production.” Cornelia accepted a beer from Thayer. “I’m going to reserve you two tickets for the premiere. It’s in a month, will that work?”


  “I think I could plan a business trip around that. What do you say, Charlotte?” Thayer asked, handing her a bottle. His eyes searched her face, trying to read her expression.


  She’d always wanted to go to the theater, but both Richard and Margaret were too busy to take her. Drew couldn’t afford the exorbitant ticket prices and refused to let her pay. Ruth always went with her family and Charlie never wanted to impose. Now, Cornelia sat there literally handing her the opportunity. Only Thayer made her hesitate to accept.


  How did a person make a life with a complete stranger? How did she break past the awkward silences and uncomfortable stares to build a true friendship? She knew she needed to spend more time with him, but, despite all his apparent concern and care, she didn’t fully trust him.


  “That sounds wonderful.” She reached out, taking a chip.


  The corner of Thayer’s mouth pulled up.


  Cornelia clapped her hands. “You will love it. I think it may be my favorite production of this season.”


  “What other shows are you performing?” Thayer asked, taking a sip of beer.


  With that, Cornelia launched into an in-depth explanation of each of the company’s three productions. As she regaled them with tales of life in the theater, Charlie sat back and observed the scene. Thayer, who’d taken the space next to Charlie on the couch, listened politely, but kept glancing at her from the corner of his eye. If Cornelia noticed, she didn’t let on. Her gaze bounced between Charlie and Thayer, but lingered on Charlie.


  Cornelia and Thayer were completely comfortable with one another. But something felt off. Both seemed too intent on her, to the point that their attention made her squirm. Charlie couldn’t begin to guess why she seemed so fascinating. She fiddled with her ring nervously.


  “It sounds like the season will be busy.” Thayer spoke when Cornelia paused to take a breath. His voice broke into Charlie’s thoughts, pulling her back to the conversation.


  Cornelia nodded. “It will, but I’m looking forward to spending time here in the city. I don’t get to come back as often as I’d like. Being here for the season will give me the opportunity to catch up with a few close friends. And maybe make a few new ones while I’m at it.” She smiled confidently in Charlie’s direction.


  The conversation ebbed and flowed for the rest of the night. By the time Cornelia declared she needed to leave or risk falling asleep during morning rehearsals, Charlie felt like she and Cornelia might become friends. The end of her friendship with Ruth had left an emptiness inside her that ached whenever Charlie thought of her old friend. Knowing Cornelia could potentially fill that void felt like a breath of fresh air.


  “I have a few hours to myself later next week. Do you mind if I stop by again?” Cornelia asked, pulling on her bright red peacoat.


  “You know you can come over anytime.” Thayer glanced at Charlie, who nodded in agreement.


  “Great. I’ll see you later, then.” Cornelia leaned in toward Thayer, giving him a friendly hug.


  “Thanks for coming, Nelia.” Thayer kissed her on the cheek.


  Cornelia turned to Charlie, wrapping her in a tight squeeze that made Charlie’s ribs ache in protest. “I had a great time.”


  “Me, too.” Charlie patted her back awkwardly. “We’ll see you soon.”


  They exchanged a goodbye and Cornelia left. In her absence, silence echoed through the apartment.


  He leaned back against the door, studying Charlie. “Did you really have a good time?” he asked her, a serious look on his face.


  “Cornelia is a little more … passionate than I’m used to, but yes, I did,” she admitted.


  The tension in his face faded a little. “No matter how hard I try, I can’t read you.” He declared, folding his arms across his chest.


  “Oh?” Charlie said, surprised.


  “Your expressions are so subtle. Watching you react to Cornelia, I couldn’t begin to guess what you were thinking.” His eyes wandered over her, concentration pulling his brows together.


  “I can’t read you either,” she admitted in a whisper.


  “I guess we both have to learn.” His face remained serious but his eyes sparkled.


  “I guess so.”


  Chapter Twenty


  The night after Cornelia’s visit, Charlie woke with a start. She tried to slow her breathing. It’s just a dream. It’s not real. Despite the effort, her pulse continued to race.


  The images penetrated her mind whenever she closed her eyes, always the same as that first awful night. Only four days had passed since the nightmares started, but it felt like weeks. Luckily, she hadn’t woken to the sensation of blood running down her throat, but the illusion of choking still ripped her from the nightmare every time. The persistent dreams frayed her nerves, making her skittish.


  She glanced at the clock on her phone. A little past midnight. Sighing, she flung the blankets off and shuffled to the bathroom. In the mirror, she examined the puffy skin under her tired eyes with irritation. Though she healed a little more with each passing day, dark circles under her eyes had replaced the deep purple bruises.


  Charlie knew she wasn’t a great beauty, but she missed the way she used to look. It felt like ages since her skin had been unmarked by cuts or bruises. The memory of her father’s fists connecting with her face made her cringe. But then she thought of Mr. Ross’ interference. I hope Richard is still aching from that day, too.


  Leaving the bathroom, she gazed back to the bed. The soft pillow and warm sheets called to her, but she wouldn’t lie back down. Not when the nightmares lurked behind her eyelids, ready to torment her. Lamenting another sleepless night, she trudged out of the room in search of caffeine.


  The light over the stove bathed the kitchen in a soft, warm glow. Charlie walked straight to the coffee pot. It sat clean and empty. She mentally thanked Thayer for teaching her how to work the machine. With a fresh pot brewing, she leaned against the counter and waited for the delicious liquid energy.


  “Can’t sleep?”


  Charlie jumped and whirled around. It took her a moment to spot Thayer seated at the counter. Like the night he’d burst into her room, he wore only a pair of plaid pajama pants.


  “No, you?” She waited for her heart to stop pounding.


  “I haven’t gone to bed yet.” He tilted his head. “Are you alright?”


  “I’m fine.”


  Behind her, the coffee pot gave a final sputter. She grabbed a clean mug and filled it to the top. After almost a week in the apartment, Charlie had grown used to Thayer’s presence. Sitting with him over a cup of coffee had become a morning routine. They never exchanged more than a few words, but as the days wore on, the silence transitioned from uncomfortable to amiable. It might not be morning, but she took her mug and settled into her usual stool anyway.


  Charlie didn’t think she had the energy to hold any sort of conversation, so she just sipped from her mug. When it sat empty, she leaned her head against her hands and closed her eyes. She knew the gesture would beg Thayer to ask her if she was okay, but she didn’t have the energy to care if she appeared weak or not. Despite the caffeine she’d just consumed, sleep pressed in around her. It threatened to pull her back into the nightmare.


  “You haven’t been sleeping well,” he stated.


  She shrugged. Her heavy eyelids stayed closed. “You could say that.”


  Thayer didn’t respond right away. In the moments of silence that passed, Charlie started to doze. The crumbling door appeared. Her body moved toward it without her permission.


  “You’re still having nightmares.”


  Charlie started, her eyes flying open. Grateful that his voice had pulled her out of the dream, she struggled to keep from sighing in relief. “That’s not a question.”


  “An observation.” He leaned back, looking at her. His eyes roamed over her, as if searching for further insight.


  “How astute of you.” Her hands shook as she reached for her empty mug.


  Thayer watched her spin it on the counter. “Do you want to talk about it?”


  She scoffed. “For days, I’ve relived the same nightmare every time I close my eyes. What makes you think I want to do it while my eyes are open?”


  Thayer’s eyes caught hers, holding them in a relentless stare. “Do you remember what I said to you the night we danced at your party?”


  Charlie blushed at the memory of their bodies pressed together. “You said a lot of things that night.” One phrase in particular stood out. You never know who might be waiting to take advantage of someone so tempting. The words ricocheted through her mind. She still hadn’t figured out whether he’d been referring to Nemo or not.


  “I said that you wouldn’t find help unless you asked for it.” His voice was quiet. “Do you remember?”


  It took her a moment, but she remembered the dance. While her mind had been occupied with the party, her mother, and Nemo, she’d allowed herself to slip. After working so hard to maintain a strong exterior, she’d let her guard down. “What does that have to do with anything?” she bristled.


  His eyes shone in the dim light. “Ask me.”


  Chills danced across her skin. She wanted to look away but their eyes remained locked together, his searching for an opening and hers trying to throw up walls.


  “Ask me,” he repeated.


  “They’re dreams.” Her voice caught in her throat.


  “Ask me.” She felt like his eyes saw right through her, exposing the vulnerability she didn’t want to admit lay dangerously close to the surface.


  “You can’t do anything about a dream,” she insisted.


  He leaned toward her, reaching out to take her hand in his. “Charlotte … ”


  Pulling back, she shook her head. “No.”


  Her rejection didn’t appear to offend him. “What will it take for you to let me in?”


  “We’ve barely known each other a week. You can’t expect me to tear down walls I’ve spent years building.”


  Thayer sat there mulling over her words. The silence stretched on so long that Charlie thought he’d given up. Standing, she headed to the sink with her mug.


  She wanted to let him in. She realized it the moment the words left her mouth. The idea of opening up petrified her. Richard and Margaret had rejected her over and over when she was a child, then kept her segregated from her “common” peers. After years learning to be alone, she’d tried to open up with Drew only to lose him. Closing people off all the time was exhausting but necessary if she were to keep herself sane.


  “Ask me.” His whisper carried across the kitchen, tickling her ears.


  Still facing the sink, she sucked in a breath. Sleepless nights combined with the stress she’d been under since the Determining were too much. Hot tears filled her aching eyes. In his persistence, Thayer had torn a hole in her emotional barriers. For the first time in years, Charlie glimpsed the vulnerable little girl she’d locked away inside herself— who now refused to be ignored.


  Charlie gripped the edge of the sink, her knuckles turning white. “Stop.” She wasn’t sure if she was talking to Thayer or herself. In the end you’ll be alone again. He’s no different from anyone else. A lump rose in her throat, bringing with it the overwhelming sense of helplessness. She couldn’t afford to open herself up only to be stabbed in the back and left alone.


  “I’m not going anywhere. I’ll be here.”


  It was like he knew the exactly what she needed to hear. With those words, she lost any fight left.


  “Please.” Her voice rushed out, sounding more like a sigh than anything else. She didn’t know if he understood her. She couldn’t speak any louder, couldn’t repeat the plea.


  She didn’t hear his approach over her hammering heart. Without warning, she sensed him behind her. He turned her around, pulling her into his chest. She let him wrap his arms around her, surrounding her with all the security he could offer. Under her ear, she heard his heart beating. Closing her eyes, she focused on its steady rhythm.


  An array of emotions crashed over her. The vulnerability she’d allowed left her naked and exposed, but somehow it seemed the safety she felt in Thayer’s arms was enough to cover her. Peace like nothing she’d ever experienced overwhelmed her. Despite her mind shouting warnings, her exhausted body relaxed into Thayer.


  “I’ve got you,” he whispered. “You’re safe.”


  “I’m so tired.” The tears she’d tried so hard to fight ran down her cheeks, leaving her eyes raw.


  His hold on her tightened. “Come on.” He led her out of the kitchen toward the spacious living room couch.


  He pulled her down with him. She leaned into him and watched her tears slide down his chest, leaving wet trails in their wake. Any other time, being pressed against Thayer’s bare chest would have sent her heart racing and made her flush with embarrassment. But fatigue kept the reactions at bay.


  He rubbed her back, whispering soothingly into her ear. The longer she nestled in his embrace, the looser her muscles felt. They uncoiled beneath her skin, allowing her to melt into Thayer’s arms. Her eyes drifted shut and her breathing evened.


  Flames crawled along the walls. Movement caught her eye. Sinister red eyes watched her.


  She jerked awake with a gasp.


  Thayer’s hold tightened. “I’m here. Go back to sleep.”


  “I can’t. The dream, it’s there every time I sleep.” Her hoarse whisper grated in her ears and reminded her how childish she must seem.


  “Then we’ll stay awake together.” He sat up a little. “Talk to me,” he instructed gently.


  “What do you want me to say?” Charlie asked, eager for anything that would keep the dreams away.


  “Tell me about your childhood,” he requested.


  “I don’t have many happy memories.”


  “It doesn’t have to be happy. Pick anything.” His voice rumbled, vibrating in the ear she had pressed against his chest.


  Charlie thought for a moment. “My parents weren’t a big part of my life growing up. Richard spent most of his time working or at Council meetings. Margaret focused all her energy on being the perfect Councilman’s wife. Nannies raised me until I could be trusted not to break any of my mother’s antiques.” Charlie took a deep breath in an attempt to keep her emotions at bay.


  “I remember my first nanny, Hannah.” Charlie smiled to herself. “She was the youngest of all the nannies I had. Every morning she would wake me up with a kiss. She always said the same thing. ‘Good morning, my beautiful one.’ I loved it when she called me that, beautiful one.”


  Thayer’s hand began to rub her back in circles. She took a moment to relish the sensation before continuing.


  “When she woke me on the weekends, she would do it the same way but always asked, ‘What should we do today?’ Most days I asked to play at the park with the other children, but sometimes we would spend the day alone together. We’d walk through the park, eating popcorn and hotdogs. I miss those days.


  “We spent three years like that. I think those were the happiest years I had as a child.” Charlie trailed off.


  “What happened?” Thayer prompted.


  Sadness rushed in as Charlie remembered the look on Hannah’s face the last time she’d seen her. Pain filled her voice. “One night, Hannah came to tuck me in. She kissed me softly, sang me a lullaby. ‘Sweet dreams, my beautiful one.’ I could tell something wasn’t right when she spoke.” Thayer’s hand stopped its soothing caresses and he just listened.


  “I didn’t find out what until years later.” She sniffed, remembering the night her mother, in a rare drunken moment, had revealed Hannah’s fate. “My father had grown fond of Hannah. That night, he waited for her outside my room. When she closed my door, he grabbed her and—” Charlie shivered. Ever since Richard had attacked her, she found it easier to imagine what Hannah went through that night.


  “The next morning, a new nanny woke me. She didn’t call me her beautiful one, or kiss me, or love me at all. I cried for months. Richard did the same thing to that nanny. A few nannies later, Margaret grew tired of losing the help to my father. After that, the nannies were always much older than my parents.” She fell silent.


  Thayer’s breath rustled the hair on the crown of her head when he spoke. “I’m so sorry, Charlotte.”


  Inhaling, she pushed back the overwhelming sorrow.


  “Tell me another story,” Thayer requested.


  “You know, you’re taking advantage of my sleep deprived state,” she joked.


  “We wouldn’t be doing this otherwise.” He chuckled.


  She didn’t want to talk about herself anymore. But to remain silent meant letting the dreams haunt her. The ghosts from the past seemed a safer bet than the nightmare.


  “Your turn,” Charlie said after a few minutes of silence. “Tell me about your life.”


  “Why don’t you try to sleep? I’ll stay with you.”


  She shook her head as much as she could while pressed against him. “No. It’s your turn.”


  He let out a resigned sigh before speaking. “I’m sure you know that most Councilmembers send their children to private schools. Most often, they pick one in their province capitol, but my parents chose one in New York, a co-ed school in the middle of the city. I was a freshman.


  “I hated being away from home. Cities don’t have trees or the endless blue sky I’d grown up with. Something about the buildings looming down all around me made me sick every time I stepped outside.


  “My roommate’s name was Walter. I told him about home and everything I missed. After classes one day, he told me we were going out. He wouldn’t say where, just that I had to trust him.


  “We snuck off campus and trudged through the city. It seemed like hours before we stopped. I was tired and angry with him for dragging me all over when I still had work to do. Before I could yell at him, I saw them. Behind him. Trees.” Charlie could hear the smile in his voice. “He’d brought me to a park so that I could see the trees that I missed.


  “He led me down to this lake. The leaves were already starting to turn orange and red. Their colors reflected in the water, making it look like a lake of fire.


  “Walter and I became best friends that day. He introduced me to his sister, Cornelia. She met us at the park and spent the afternoon with us. We walked for what seemed like hours, but unlike walking through the city, walking in the park felt peaceful.” Thayer fell silent, lost in his memories.


  “I didn’t think Cornelia had any siblings,” Charlie eventually murmured.


  “Walter died before finishing school.” Heavy emotion layered his voice. “A rare form of cancer that the chip couldn’t detect. By the time the doctors found it, it was too late.”


  “I’m sorry.”


  His sigh was sad. “I’m just grateful for that day in the park. Without it, I wouldn’t have become friends with Cornelia. She would have been all alone when Walter died.”


  An irrational sense of jealousy filled Charlie. Resentment seethed inside her. “Are you in love with Cornelia?”


  Thayer froze. “Why would you ask that?”


  “The way you talk about her. And you both seem so close.” Charlie shrugged, trying to keep accusation out of her voice.


  “I love Cornelia like a sister, nothing more.”


  She absentmindedly reached for her wedding ring, twirling it around her finger. “Have you ever been in love?”


  He paused. “Yes.”


  Charlie’s heart sped up. “Did you have your Compatibility tested?”


  “Yes.”


  She sucked in a breath. “That’s why you entered your name in the Lottery. Not because you didn’t want to go through the hassle of finding someone else, because you didn’t want to love someone and have it turn out badly.”


  Regret tinged his voice. “Like I told you before, we don’t get to fall in love.”


  “I hate the chip.” Charlie let bitterness saturate her voice.


  “Me, too.” Thayer pulled her closer, resting his cheek on top of her head.


  Neither of them said anything more. Charlie laid quietly, listening to the sound of air rushing in and out of Thayer’s lungs. His chest rose and fell beneath her with each breath. The rhythm lulled her to sleep.


  Chapter Twenty-One


  For the first time in five days, the nightmare didn’t wake Charlie. Sunlight streaming through the window fell across her face, rousing her from a deep, dreamless sleep. She yawned, trying to roll away from the light. Something stopped her. Peeling her eyelids open, she took in her surroundings with confusion. What am I doing in the living room? She noticed the arm slung across her waist and tensed.


  The arm belonged to Thayer. As she stirred, he pulled her close against him, holding her in place at his side. Through her thin t-shirt, she could feel his warm chest rising and falling. Sometime in the night they must have shifted so that Charlie’s back fit against Thayer’s front like a puzzle piece.


  It hadn’t been a dream. She’d lost control. She broke down in front of Thayer, let him comfort her, and shared some of her darkest memories. Her stomach churned, nauseous from the humiliation. If she could have yelled at herself without waking him, she would have. As it was, she didn’t want him to find her still in his arms when he woke up.


  Assessing the situation, she decided if she moved slowly enough, she could slip out from under his arm without rousing him. Charlie lifted Thayer’s arm. She paused when he stirred, but he didn’t wake. When she had enough space between her body and his arm, she slid away from him, landing on her hands and knees.


  Charlie had focused too much on Thayer and forgot to take the coffee table into account. Her hip jostled it, unsettling an empty glass. It toppled over loudly. Her eyes snapped to Thayer, hoping the sound hadn’t roused him. His eyes remained shut, but a huge grin spread across his face. Silent laughter shook his shoulders.


  “You’ve been awake this whole time, haven’t you?” Charlie accused from the floor.


  A belly laugh escaped him. He opened his eyes, taking in the sight of her disheveled from sleep.


  She stood, brushing herself off. “You could have said something instead of letting me make an idiot of myself.”


  He sat up, still laughing. “I thought it would be ungallant of me not to let you at least try to escape.” His eyes sparkled in the bright morning light.


  Though she still felt embarrassed over the night’s intimate encounter, she couldn’t dwell on it. Not with Thayer smirking at her playfully. A smile pulled at her mouth. “I’m hungry.” She started toward the kitchen. “Are you coming?” she asked over her shoulder.


  His grin widened and he stood to follow her.


  Charlie went to the fridge while Thayer made a fresh pot of coffee. For the past week, she’d been eating toast every morning. The first few days she’d cringed past the charred taste. Now that she had a handle on the toaster, she could enjoy her breakfast.


  “What are you making me?” Thayer asked. He leaned against the counter next to the coffee pot, arms crossed over his chest. He still wore that disarming smile.


  “What?” Charlie’s stomach sank. Her first three days as Thayer’s wife, breakfast had always been ready by the time she strolled into the kitchen.


  “I made you eggs. It’s your turn to reciprocate. So, what are you making me?”


  She glanced back into the fridge, hoping for some easy meal to present itself. Looking at the raw ingredients, her limited culinary prowess taunted her.


  With a defeated sigh, she closed the door, turning back to him. “I can make toast.”


  He frowned a little, but his eyes still held a playful glint. “Can you make anything else?”


  “Sandwiches.” She narrowed her eyes, daring him to laugh at her.


  To his credit, Thayer only let out a little chuckle. “I suppose it’s time for a cooking lesson.” He pushed away from the counter. “Grab the milk and eggs.”


  “You don’t have to do this.” She held her hands up, warding him off.


  “If I don’t show you, we’ll be stuck eating toast for the rest of our married lives.”


  He didn’t realize how his words stung. She knew she didn’t make a good wife, but having it pointed out to her hurt. Trying to ignore the twinge of pain, she acquiesced to the cooking lesson. Doing as he instructed, she deposited the milk and eggs on the counter.


  “We’ll keep it simple and do a variation on your morning staple.” He pulled what looked like cinnamon from the cabinet. “For French toast, we’re going to need butter and a frying pan.”


  By the time she had the butter and the pan, Thayer had pulled out a shallow dish and a loaf of bread. She looked at their pile of ingredients and tools with curiosity.


  “Do you really know what you’re doing?”


  “Who’s the one that only knows how to make toast and sandwiches?” He smirked when she didn’t respond. “Start melting some butter in the pan.”


  Biting back a retort, Charlie turned the heat up on the stove and plopped a chunk of cold butter onto the bottom. From the corner of her eye, she watched Thayer. He cracked an egg into the dish, whisking it with a little milk and cinnamon. He still hadn’t put a shirt on. The muscles straining under his skin as he moved made her stomach flutter with excitement.


  She didn’t pull her eyes away from him until she noticed he’d stopped whisking. Her gaze traveled up to his face. He’d been watching her just like she’d watched him. The light smile he’d worn moments ago disappeared. Now, his eyes smoldered.


  Heat rushed to her cheeks, suddenly conscious of how awful she must look. She’d spent the night on the couch and hadn’t brushed her teeth or her hair. Not to mention the sad sight her face must be. But, despite it all, he looked her up and down, seeming to savor every inch of her.


  She swallowed, hard. “What next?”


  Her voice startled him out of whatever trance he’d been in. “Come here.” He reached out a hand.


  She hesitated for an instant. The intensity in his eyes had lessened, but she still detected a trace. It drew her in. Relenting, she moved to stand by his side.


  Without breaking eye contact, he moved a step closer until their arms were a breath away. “Dip the bread in the egg.” He waited until she followed his instruction. “Now put it in the pan.”


  Charlie returned to the stove. The bread sizzled as she set it down. Glancing back, she watched Thayer put another slice in the egg mixture and swirl it around.


  She marveled again at how comfortable he seemed. Her whole life, people had done everything for her. They never gave her the chance to learn the things that Thayer seemed to just know. It amazed her how little she knew about real life. An irrational and overpowering sense of misery tugged at her.


  It occurred to Charlie then. She’d been primed since childhood to be helpless. It became more apparent after the Determining. The more she thought about it, the harder it became to deny. She was useless. Stunted. It was no wonder that she’s felt like a helpless child since moving in with Thayer.


  “You’re staring at me,” Thayer said, startling her.


  She turned back to the stove. “I was thinking.” Using a spatula, she struggled to flip the bread, almost tossed it out of the pan in her attempt. Frustrated, she clenched her jaw.


  “About?” Taking the spatula from her, he fixed the toast before adding two more slices to the pan. He glanced at her from the corner of his eye.


  “Nothing.” She moved back, but he grabbed her wrist before she escaped beyond his reach.


  “Don’t do that.” His eyes burned again.


  Twisting her wrist did nothing to loosen his grip. “Do what?” she asked, still trying to pull away.


  “Don’t push me away. Not after last night.” The intensity in his voice sent chills rushing across her skin.


  “I’m not pushing you away, but I don’t have to share every thought that pops into my head.” She glowered at him.


  He released her. “No, but for the first time I could read your expression, and whatever you were thinking, it wasn’t good.”


  She shrugged, staring past him.


  Reaching out, he turned her face toward him. “Look at me.” He waited until she met his gaze. “Don’t undo last night.”


  “I just … I hate this.” Charlie stepped away, turning her back to him. Her hopelessness gave way to self-deprecating anger. “I can’t do any of this.” She waved toward the stove.


  “Cook?” Thayer asked with confusion.


  Charlie huffed. It all seemed so ridiculous when she tried to put it into words. “Yes, but it’s not just that. My entire life … I don’t know how to function on my own. I’m useless.”


  “That’s not true.”


  She whirled around, rage burning inside her. “Yes, it is. I can’t even feed myself. Do you know what I’ve been living on when you don’t cook for me?” she demanded.


  “Toast and sandwiches?” he offered quietly.


  “Yes!” Charlie could see him fighting back a smile. “It’s not funny.” Even as she said it, a smile spread across her own face.


  Thayer took a hesitant step closer. “Charlotte, you aren’t useless. I think about the things you’ve done, how hard you’ve fough,t and I can’t help being in awe of you. You don’t know how to do some of the little things, but you excel where it counts.” The tender look on his face melted some of her doubts.


  Her breath hitched. “Don’t tease me.”


  Thayer opened his mouth to speak, but then his expression changed from pleased to panicked. “Shit.” He pushed past her to the stove. He grabbed the frying pan, removing it from the heat.


  Until that moment, Charlie hadn’t noticed the burning smell emanating from the pan. She moved closer, looking down at their breakfast. Burnt. To a crisp.


  He looked down at her with a grave expression. “I guess I can’t cook, either.”


  Charlie couldn’t help it. The heightened emotions of the past few days combined with the serious look on Thayer’s face sent her over the edge. Laughter bubbled from deep inside her, making her ribs ache in protest. Tears streamed from her eyes. They were as much from pain as from joy, but once she started, she couldn’t stop. Soon, Thayer joined in. They laughed together until they were breathless, only stopping when the doorbell interrupted them.


  Thayer disappeared, shoulders still shaking. Charlie used the moment’s reprieve to collect herself, taking a few deep breaths. She’d just composed herself when Thayer reappeared with Cornelia in tow.


  Cornelia wrinkled her nose as the smell of burnt bread hit her. She glanced around the kitchen. “What have you two been doing?”


  Thayer and Charlie exchanged a look and burst into laughter.


  Cornelia looked on in confusion. “I missed something.”


  “Just breakfast,” Thayer managed between chuckles.


  Cornelia walked over to the stove, eyeing the charred remains of what used to be French toast. “I thought I taught you better than that, Thayer,” she tisked, her eyes playful.


  Charlie eyed Cornelia, remembering the story Thayer shared with her the night before. With that in the back of her mind, Charlie couldn’t help seeing Cornelia with different eyes. She’d become human, with flaws and pain, just like everyone else. It made Charlie like her more.


  “Did you want something to eat or some coffee?” Thayer offered.


  “From the smell of it, I’d be safer sticking to coffee,” Cornelia teased with a bold wink.


  Thayer filled three mugs while Charlie grabbed the cream and sugar. All three settled into the tall stools.


  “What brings you over so early?” Thayer asked the question that was nagging Charlie.


  “I had a break from the theater today, so I thought I’d stop by and see Charlotte.” Cornelia laughed. “I know I sleep in because of the late nights with the company, but even I wouldn’t consider noon to be early in the morning.”


  Charlie glanced at the clock on the stove, surprised to see a confirmation of the late hour. After so many sleepless nights, it was understandable that she’d slept the morning away.


  “How are the preparations for the show going?” Charlie asked, sipping her coffee.


  “Things are just as crazy as I expected them to be. It’s worth it, though.” Cornelia gave a satisfied sigh. “Live theater is the one place you can share true human emotions with total strangers.” She smiled at Charlie. “I can’t wait for you to experience it. It’s amazing.”


  Charlie didn’t think that sounded amazing, but she didn’t say anything.


  “Did you catch up with all your class work?” Cornelia inquired.


  Charlie nodded. “I sent out my last assignment yesterday. If all goes well, I can return to classes on Monday.” She glanced at Thayer, gauging his reaction.


  He didn’t say a word, but Charlie could tell he wasn’t happy to hear this. One of his hands tightened into a fist. The smile that seemed so natural seconds before turned hard and forced. Charlie expected him to be relieved to have her out from underfoot. This reaction confused her. Before she could question it, Cornelia spoke.


  “You must be excited to get out of the apartment. Even if it means going back to classes.”


  “I’m ready for a change of scenery.” Charlie replied, still watching Thayer. He lifted his mug, finishing the drink in one gulp.


  “I need to get dressed. Excuse me.” The mug clanged against the table as he set it down with more force than necessary. Charlie half expected it to crack, but it remained in one piece.


  “How long until you finish your degree?” Cornelia smiled, ignoring Thayer’s strange behavior.


  “A few more months.” Charlie fought to keep the frown off her face as she watched him stalk off. “Did I do something wrong?” she asked when he’d disappeared.


  Cornelia shook her head. “Don’t worry about him. He gets this way sometimes.” Charlie didn’t believe it. In the week she’d spent with him, Thayer proved to be one of the most level-headed people she’d ever met. Watching him go from laughing one moment to sullen and moody the next didn’t fit. The only reason she could think of to explain it was her eagerness to leave the apartment. Had she offended him? It seemed uncharacteristically childish of him to stomp off if that were the case.


  “I have a question.” Cornelia spoke in a low conspiratorial tone. Charlie leaned closer, eager to hear. “Do you realize that Thayer is falling in love with you?”


  “What?” Charlie straightened so quickly, she almost fell backward off the stool. Once she regained her balance, she declared, “He isn’t. He can’t be.”


  Mischief filled Cornelia’s eyes. “Believe me, Charlotte. I’ve known Thayer for years and I can tell. What I want to know is, do you love him, too?”


  Charlie blushed. “Cornelia, I assume you’re aware of how Thayer and I came to be married.”


  “I know it’s a marriage of convenience, but that doesn’t mean you can’t love one another.”


  “I’ve known him a week,” Charlie insisted.


  Cornelia smirked. “It’s okay if you don’t love him yet. You will.”


  “We don’t get to fall in love.” Charlie echoed Thayer’s own words.


  “You don’t believe me and that’s fine. I just wanted you to know.” The light left Cornelia’s eyes, replaced by something dark and protective. “Don’t toy with him.”


  “I’m not—” Charlie stopped speaking as Thayer appeared in the doorway. He looked calmer now. He’d changed out of his plaid pants and put on a shirt, to her disappointment.


  “Don’t let me interrupt.” The smile he flashed at Charlie sent her heart racing. She found herself searching for a sign, something to prove that what Cornelia said could be true.


  Cornelia piped up. “We were just discussing plans for next month’s premiere. I wondered if you two wanted to join me and a few company members for dinner after the performance.”


  Thayer looked at Charlie. “What do you think, Charlotte?”


  Charlie glanced at Cornelia who wore a bright grin that clearly said, You see? She glared at Cornelia before addressing Thayer. “It sounds like it might be fun.”


  “Great!” Cornelia exclaimed.


  For the rest of the day, Charlie found herself watching Thayer. She searched for signs that Cornelia had been telling the truth, earning herself a few curious looks from him as she did. Every time he caught her staring at him, Charlie looked away and silently cursed Cornelia.


  Chapter Twenty-Two


  Richard glared at the pristine high rise. The longer he stared, the angrier he became. Grabbing his flask, he downed a gulp of whisky. The liquor burned as it traveled down his throat.


  That’s right. Drink away your responsibility.


  Richard growled, “Are you sure she hasn’t left the apartment?”


  All our hard work, everything we’ve sacrificed. Gone.


  “She’s remained inside since her arrival,” James replied from the front seat of the black SUV.


  “She couldn’t have left through a back exit?”


  “I have men watching all the exits, Councilman,” James reassured him.


  Richard looked out the tinted window, catching his own reflection in the glass. He examined his face with a scowl. Not a trace of the black eye or fat lip he’d sported last week. His doctor had done well. But nothing could get rid of the pure rage pulsing through him whenever he thought about Charlotte. The voice hissed its own fury. Richard watched his reflection twitch at the sound.


  He took another swig, letting out a heavy breath as the burn hit. “I need her, James,” he spat, working his jaw back and forth until the muscles ached.


  “We have to wait her out, sir. I can’t send my men storming into the apartment,” James deadpanned.


  “I don’t care how you do it!” Richard bellowed. “Get. Her.”


  “With all due respect, sir. At this point, waiting is our best option. She has to leave some time.”


  That’s right, Richard. Because of you, our plans are at a standstill.


  “Fuck!” Richard punched the seat in front of him.


  He glared back at the apartment. Images of her looking down at him and laughing taunted him. The sudden urge to beat her until she begged for his forgiveness almost had him storming into the apartment.


  He pictured her kneeling as her blood pooled at his feet. The thought made his pulse pound with excitement. He could almost feel her warm blood on his hands; hear her whimpering and begging for forgiveness. He wouldn’t grant it. Not until she’d passed out from the beating. A malicious grin spread across his face. He had to stop himself from laughing.


  “Sir?” James’ voice snapped Richard back into reality. Realizing that his vengeance had been a mere daydream made his fists clench.


  “I want her. Now,” he growled.


  James glanced at him in the rearview mirror. “Yes, sir.”


  Chapter Twenty-Three


  Charlie paced in her room, waiting to leave for Cornelia’s premiere. Her heels clacked against the wood floor as she walked back and forth, back and forth. The excitement had been building all day and she didn’t think she could contain it anymore.


  She’d spent the afternoon picking out a dress, applying makeup to hide her bruises, and curling her hair. A few of her fingers showed telltale red marks from the curling iron, but the end result was worth the burns. She’d accentuated her naturally wavy hair until it framed her face. But it seemed like hours since she’d finished getting ready.


  A knock interrupted her mid step. She hurried to the door, throwing it open. Thayer stood on the other side. His eyes widened as he took in the sight of her. The stunned look on his face sent a rush of pleasure through her. She couldn’t keep the pleased smile from pulling at her lips.


  “You look beautiful,” he said voice breathlessly.


  Charlie blushed, admiring the sight of Thayer in a suit. He looked just like he had at her party. “You clean up nice yourself.”


  His brows rose, not used to her being so forthcoming with her thoughts. He recovered quickly, extending a hand to her. “Ready?”


  She nodded, placing her hand in his. Disappointment flooded through her when she didn’t experience the tingling sensation she’d expected. Her face fell.


  “What’s wrong?” Thayer asked, guiding her toward the stairs.


  “Nothing.” She shook her head. “I’m excited for tonight.”


  “I know. I could hear your heels wearing a path in the floor.” He smirked at her.


  Charlie shot him an annoyed glance. “I wasn’t that bad.”


  He chuckled, leading her toward the door. Reaching for the handle, he paused.


  “What?”


  “I forgot something upstairs. The driver should be here if you want to head down.” He turned back to the stairs. “I’ll meet you in a minute.”


  “Okay,” she called after him as he vanished up the steps.


  She pulled her coat on. Checking that she had her phone and lipstick in her clutch, she opened the door. A wave of nerves washed over her but she dismissed them. Stepping out, the door closed behind her with a definite click.


  She’d taken a few steps down the hall when movement in the shadows caught her attention. Turning, her heart stopped. Richard stood a few feet away, eyes blazing with rage and bloodlust. A chilling leer split his face.


  “I’ve been waiting for you, Charlotte.” His voice sounded like it had in her dreams, a sinister hiss.


  Her heart thudded, slow at first but picking up speed until it beat so hard she thought her chest would explode from the pain. A cold sweat broke out across her body. She stepped back, praying the movement wouldn’t provoke him.


  “What do you want?” Her voice cracked.


  Richard moved toward her, stalking her like prey. “You know what I want, you disobedient slut. If you get on your knees and beg forgiveness, I might allow you to marry Novack with your body still intact.” He spat the words at her, all the while moving closer.


  Charlie saw the red rimming his eyes and smelled the whisky seeping from his pores. Under normal circumstances, Richard could be cruel. Under the influence, his actions were calculated and malicious. Alone with him, she was helpless. But Thayer would be here any second. He could help her.


  “No.” Her voice sounded weak even to her own ears.


  She’d said the wrong thing. Richard lunged at her, yelling at the top of his lungs, “You bitch!”


  Charlie rushed to the apartment door. She didn’t bother trying the handle. She knew it wouldn’t budge. Thrusting her wrist under the scanner, she prayed the lock would click open. The red light pulsed against her skin. Just as she heard the scanner emit an angry beep, Richard grabbed her by her hair and pulled.


  “I told you to beg for my forgiveness, whore!” he snarled through gritted teeth.


  Before she could utter a word, he slammed her head against the door. Tears sprung to her eyes and the hall swayed around her. She gasped in pain and surprise. Blood trickled from her nose. She couldn’t let him do this to her. Not again.


  With an enraged cry, she twisted until she faced him. Ignoring the hair ripping from her scalp, she kicked out at him. Her kick landed straight where she’d aimed, his groin. Richard groaned and stumbled back. The moment he released her hair, she was at the apartment door. She screamed and banged on the door, hoping Thayer would hear.


  Glancing over her shoulder, she watched Richard struggling to move through the pain. She hit the door harder, screaming until her throat felt raw. The door finally opened. Charlie looked up. A startled cry escaped her. It wasn’t Thayer who crossed the threshold.


  Mason’s hard eyes stared down at her. The lust in his face made her stomach roll. Then she noticed the blood staining his hands. It took her a second to understand what that meant. It had to be Thayer’s blood.


  “No,” Charlie whispered. She scrambled back from the door but stopped when Richard grabbed her. He pulled her up, holding her in place so she faced Mason.


  “Charlotte, I’ve been waiting for this.” Mason’s eyes traveled down to her breasts, lingering there. “Such a tease,” he murmured, voice heavy with longing.


  “Where’s Thayer?” She knew the answer, but she needed to hear Mason’s admission before she believed it.


  Mason stepped aside, taking his eyes off her body long enough to flash her a smirk. “Take a look.” He gestured with a bloody hand behind him.


  Thayer lay a few feet from the door. His eyes stared back at her, but they held no light. Blood leaked from a deep cut across his throat. It pooled around his head in a red halo, staining the floor and soaking into the collar of his white dress shirt.


  Charlie screamed and kicked, desperate to get away. Richard’s grip tightened the more she struggled. She didn’t stop until her arms felt numb and all energy had left her.


  “Shhh.” Mason moved until his body pressed against hers. His fingers traced the outline of her lips, sending shivers of dread shooting down her spine. “You’ll like this, I promise.” His eyes burned with uncontrolled desire.


  “Please.” Charlie whimpered, twisting her head away. “You can’t do this.” She choked on her words.


  Mason chuckled. “Yes, I can. Now that Thayer is dead, I can do whatever I want with you. We are Compatible, after all.” Her whole body tensed as he leaned in, whispering in her ear. “I’m so going to enjoy taking you in every way I please. As many times as I want.” He grabbed one of her breasts, squeezing until she out cried in pain.


  He pressed his lips to hers, forcing her mouth open. His tongue flicked inside. He tasted foul, like rotten meat. She tried to move away from the assault but Richard held her firmly in place, cutting off any hope of escape.


  “Enough.” Richard’s voice was bored. “She isn’t yours yet. I still have plans for her.”


  Mason frowned but released her. He took a step back.


  “Are you ready?” Richard posed the question to Mason. The other man nodded. Richard lowered his head until his lips pressed against Charlie’s ear. “All you have to do to make this stop is get on your knees and beg.”


  Charlie saw everything happen in slow motion. Mason drew his fist back, readying himself for attack, and threw the punch. She watched it draw closer to her face. Fear tightened her stomach the closer he got. Her head snapped back and lights filled her eyes at the impact. She would have fallen to the ground if it weren’t for Richard holding her up. She closed her eyes against the dizziness that overwhelmed her.


  After that, she lost track of where Mason’s blows landed. Pain radiated from every part of her body. When she finally opened her eyes, she lay on the floor. Blood pooled in front of her. Just like Thayer’s body lying inside the apartment. She slammed her eyes shut again, letting out a strangled whimper.


  “What was that, Charlotte? Are you ready to beg?” Richard mocked from above her. She heard him rear back, preparing to hit her again.


  “Please,” she cried. “It’s not real. It’s not real. It’s not real.” She chanted to herself. Something gripped her arm and she cringed away, expecting more pain. Whatever it was grabbed her and held on. “This can’t be real,” she croaked.


  “Open your eyes, Charlotte. Look at me.”


  She did as the voice instructed. Darkness shrouded everything. Mason and her father had done something to blind her. Her breath caught in her throat. She twisted, trying to establish where she was and why she couldn’t see. A light clicked on near her face. She threw her arm across her eyes.


  “Charlotte …” A gentle hand took hold of her wrist, moving her arm away from her face. She squinted as the bright light assaulted her. When her eyes adjusted, Thayer sat in front of her. Unharmed.


  Confusion sliced through her. She’d seen him dead. Mason had slit his throat. Tears burst from her in a torrent. Before she knew what he was doing, Thayer pulled her into his lap. He rocked her back and forth, whispering soothing words in her ear. She burrowed into his neck, taking shaky breaths. The lingering smell of soap on his skin calmed her.


  “You’re dead. I saw you.” Her words were muffled, but he heard her.


  “No, I’m right here.” He kissed her temple.


  His lips felt real against her skin. She grabbed his arm to be sure he really sat there. When her hand found solid flesh and bone, she relaxed a little. She let him continue to sooth her as the minutes passed. She tensed when he moved her off his lap and laid her down.


  “I’m not going anywhere,” he assured her as he leaned back and clicked off the small light.


  Lying down next to her, he pulled the blankets up over them. He slid an arm under her head before drawing her into his chest. She nestled close, relaxing into him. She shivered as the heat of his body warmed her freezing limbs. He kissed her on the forehead before resting his chin against the top of her head.


  Next to Thayer, the nightmares vanished and sleep overwhelmed her.


  Chapter Twenty-Four


  Richard sat behind his desk, working to keep his anger off his face. He’d already lost control of the situation, but he couldn’t afford to let Councilman Novack or Mason know that. The boy looked like a younger version of his father. Everything from their slicked-back blond hair to the sneer on their faces was identical. They apparently had no such qualms about hiding their emotions.


  If it weren’t for their connections I would have had you kill them already, the voice said with distaste.


  “I won’t allow the merger to continue,” Councilman Novack said, his eyebrows rising slightly as if to dare Richard to challenge him. “Your daughter’s rebellion has called your authority into question.”


  The voice hissed and Richard nearly did the same. “A minor setback.”


  Mason snorted. “How the fuck is that minor?”


  “Mason,” Councilman Novack snapped before turning to Richard. “It’s much more than minor. And the fact that you don’t seem to think so concerns me.”


  We need their company.


  The sound of the voice made him give an involuntary twitch. “What does the marriage matter?” Richard leaned forward, glancing between both men. “Think of the power we could have. With your company building the chips and all the scanners and my company developing the software, we’d control everything.” Just thinking about all that power made Richard’s heart beat quicker.


  “You’ve proved yourself to be a weak ally. Letting your daughter slip through your fingers only inspires doubt.” Novack shook his head, his brown eyes unmoving. “I can’t afford an alliance with you. We have nothing further to discuss.” He stood and Mason followed.


  Don’t let them leave. Tell them whatever they need to hear.


  “The marriage is still an option,” Richard blurted out.


  Both men paused.


  “How?” Mason demanded.


  Novack reached out and grabbed his son’s arm, his eyes clearly warning Mason to contain himself. “It doesn’t matter. The damage has been done.”


  The pair turned to go.


  Do something you fool!


  Richard jumped to his feet. “You’re a fool if you walk out that door without hearing me out!”


  Novack didn’t even look back when he answered, “I’ve heard enough.”


  Despite his father’s obvious warning, Mason stopped and looked back to Richard. “I want Charlotte. If you can get her for me, Grey, I’ll listen.”


  Novack glowered at his son for a moment but acquiesced with a nod.


  This is our last chance to save this. Don’t fuck it up.


  Richard swallowed back a retort and focused on bullshitting his way back into their good graces.


  Chapter Twenty-Five


  Charlie stood in her room, considering her bed warily. She glared at the neat pile of pillows and smooth blankets. Her body ached to lie down but flashes of her newest nightmare forced her to resist. Thayer’s cold, dead eyes danced through her mind. Goosebumps raced across her skin.


  She’d slept in that morning. By the time her eyes opened, Thayer had gone. On the bedside table, he left a note. He said he had meetings all day and wouldn’t be home until later. Charlie glanced at the clock. It read well past midnight. She couldn’t help wondering how late he would be.


  She didn’t want to admit it, but having Thayer with her helped her sleep. She couldn’t ask him to share her bed again, but she hoped he might bring it up on his own. Now, she doubted she’d find sleep at all that night.


  With a sigh, she walked to the desk and sat down. If she wasn’t going to sleep, she might as well do something. Turning on her tablet, she opened her browser, intent on checking her email. But she didn’t make it past her home page.


  Mason Novack’s faced filled her homepage. His superior expression immediately had her irritation simmering. Beside him stood his father. The resemblance between the two was uncanny. Above the picture, the caption read: “Merger Still On?” Charlie’s eyes quickly scanned the article below.


  According to the author, Mason and his father were seen leaving the Grey Technology building the day before. An unnamed source confirmed that the merger between the two Councilmen’s companies was still a possibility, despite her recent marriage. The further she read the more her stomach clenched with nerves. She couldn’t explain the feeling, but she knew the meeting didn’t bode well for her.


  A knock on the door startled her.


  She quickly closed the browser. “Come in.”


  Thayer stepped in, wearing his pajamas. Not sparing her a glance, he walked straight to the bed. Charlie watched him with wide eyes. He pulled the blankets down and crawled in. Once he’d settled, he looked at her.


  “Are you coming?” A smile pulled his lips up, sending her heart racing.


  His boldness pulled her attention away from what she’d just read. “What are you doing?”


  “I would like to sleep. It’s been a long day.” He patted the empty space next to him. “Come here.”


  Another night without the nightmares called to her like a siren. Resistance wasn’t an option. She powered down her tablet and, heart pounding, padded to the bed. She slid between the sheets, putting as much space between herself and Thayer as possible. He turned off the light, plunging them into darkness.


  Every muscle in her body tensed, waiting for what would happen next. Crawling into his arms had been so easy when she’d been half-conscious and disoriented. Now that she possessed all her faculties, she didn’t know what to do. She had liked staying in his embrace last night, but what if he’d only comforted her because she’d been upset?


  Do you realize that Thayer is falling in love with you? Cornelia’s voice taunted her.


  Thayer’s presence in her bed seemed to confirm Cornelia’s suspicion. Charlie didn’t know what she felt in return. She couldn’t deny her attraction to him. Her cheeks flamed at the memory of his arms wrapped around her, his lips kissing her temple. She pushed the thoughts away, focusing on one fact. She might be attracted to him, but she didn’t love him.


  It’s okay if you don’t love him yet. You will. Stupid Cornelia.


  “Did you hear me?” Thayer asked, rolling on his side to face her.


  In the dark, Charlie could just make out his silhouette. “What?”


  He chuckled. “I asked how your day was.”


  “Oh. I had a good day.” In reality, she’d spent the day wandering through the apartment, seeking something to occupy her. She’d spent those hours deep inside her mind, replaying recent events, searching for some logic or reason to her life and finding none. “How were your meetings?”


  “Tedious.” He reached out and found her hand, squeezing.


  Encouraged by this contact, Charlie scooted closer to him. She settled in with her back to his front. He draped an arm across her waist, lacing his fingers with hers. His thumb brushed across her skin. Unlike the nightmare, his touch sent tingles shooting through her body. She could feel the pleasure of it all over.


  “Goodnight, Thayer,” she whispered.


  “Goodnight, Charlotte.” He leaned his forehead against the back of her head. “Sleep well.”


  But Charlie didn’t sleep. The exhaustion that she’d been fighting all night vanished, leaving her wide-awake. It didn’t help that every place where their bodies met, little jolts of energy shot from him into her. They rushed to her heart, causing it to race.


  Although Thayer’s body relaxed next to hers, his breathing let her know he too was awake. Through the fabric of her shirt, she felt his heart thundering against her back. She liked that she seemed to have as much of an effect on him as he did on her. She smiled.


  It’s okay if you don’t love him yet. You will. The more she got to know Thayer, the more she believed Cornelia. It could be very easy to fall in love with him.


  Chapter Twenty-Six


  “I can’t postpone my trip.” Thayer stood in front of Nemo’s desk, his jaw set. “I have to go back to Texas.”


  Thayer’s departure would leave Charlotte alone. With her returning to University the next day, the risk of Grey stepping in was growing. But, they’d all known they couldn’t keep her hidden forever. Looking over Thayer, Nemo couldn’t help noting the strain in his features. He found himself wondering, not for the first time, if the man’s concern had grown beyond professional.


  Nemo’s fingers tapped on his desk. “When do you leave?”


  “Three days.” Thayer gritted his teeth, as if the idea alone were distasteful. “Charlotte can’t be alone.”


  “I’ll have someone watching her,” Nemo tried to reassure.


  Thayer ran a hand through his hair, making it stick out at odd angles. “Grey has better resources, more men. If he wants her, you won’t be able to do anything to stop him.”


  “If that’s true, then your presence doesn’t matter.” Thayer rewarded Nemo with a fierce glare. “Do you know why I chose you to be her husband?”


  Thayer shook his head.


  “Because of your military training. You don’t let personal feelings get in your way. I thought you’d be able to interact with Charlotte without letting her get to you.”


  Thayer stopped. “She hasn’t gotten to me.”


  Nemo ignored the protest. “I told you to get closer to her so she would trust us when the time came. I didn’t expect you to form a romantic relationship with her.”


  Thayer glanced away. “I don’t see why my feelings matter. We need to be prepared if Grey makes a move.”


  “And we will be.” Nemo stood and walked around the desk. “Go to Texas. Everything’s under control here.” He gave Thayer’s shoulder a squeeze.


  “Don’t let anything happen to her.” He used a hard tone, but his eyes betrayed the worry he felt.


  Nemo tried not to be offended. “I wouldn’t risk her. She’s too important to us.”


  Thayer nodded. “Who’ll be watching her?”


  “Dean is setting up a rotating shift so her chip is monitored twenty-four hours a day.”


  “That’s it?” Thayer tensed.


  “Liam will drive her to and from school. I assume she’ll remain in the apartment for the remainder of the time.” Nemo turned, returning to his desk. “At least until the Grey threat has passed.”


  Thayer scowled. “It’s not enough.”


  Nemo crossed his arms and glowered. “You’re more than welcome to set up additional security measures.”


  “Even if Milites Security could spare the men, my father wouldn’t approve their use as security for my wife.” Thayer sighed, rubbing his eyes. “I appreciate you doing what you can.”


  “I’ll stay in touch.” They clasped hands. “Safe travels.”


  With Thayer gone, exhaustion overwhelmed Nemo. He understood the young man’s concerns. If he were honest with himself, he had the same fears. If they weren’t careful, Grey would take Charlotte. Her loss would be a blow to everyone.


  “Dad?” A quiet voice spoke from the doorway.


  Viveca leaned against the doorframe, watching him. He tried to smile. “What can I do for you?”


  She crossed the room and took the seat opposite him. “You’re worried.”


  “I’d be a fool if I weren’t.”


  Her brows furrowed. “If Charlotte’s so important, why are you allowing her to go back to school?”


  He shrugged. “Until she moves forward with her Determining, we can’t use her.”


  Viveca leaned toward him, studying his face. “You know what Grey is capable of. He would kill her without a second thought, despite the fact that she’s valuable to him.”


  “It’s a risk we have to take.”


  “There’s an enormous chance this will turn badly,” she warned.


  The truth of her statement pressed down on him. “I know.”


  Chapter Twenty-Seven


  Monday morning arrived, the day Charlie could return to school. If it weren’t for the anticipation, her body would have been dragging from lack of sleep. The excitement had kept her up half the night. That, and Thayer’s presence next to her in bed.


  Before he’d fallen asleep, Thayer had asked her what she planned to do once she finished her degree. If her life were different, if she was sure of where their marriage was going, she might have considered staying home. Being his wife, the mother of their children. As they stood now, she wasn’t ready to make that kind of commitment to him. Not yet.


  “I know I’ll end up working for my father.” Bitterness edged her voice.


  “Did the Determining tell you that?” he countered.


  “No. But my father’s too powerful. No other company will hire me; he’ll make sure of it.”


  He’d taken her hand, giving it a reassuring squeeze. “That might not happen, but if it does, you can always be better than him.”


  “What if all the power goes to my head?”


  “You’re nothing like your father. You don’t ever need to worry about that.” He’d brought her hand to his mouth and pressed a gentle kiss against her wrist, right above her chip.


  She shivered at the memory and glanced at him across the kitchen counter.


  He wore black dress pants and a fitted white shirt. A tie hung loose around his neck. All signs that he had a meeting that morning. His eyes turned down, fixed on the paper in front of him. Without his piercing gaze trained on her, Charlie felt free to examine his face.


  He lifted his coffee, taking a sip. She watched his Adams apple bob as he swallowed. He’d shaved that morning, leaving the skin across his face and down his neck smooth. She still hadn’t decided whether she liked him better with or without the dark stubble. Either way, she couldn’t stop herself from noting how handsome he looked. Especially with his dark brown hair still damp from a shower.


  “You’re staring at me,” he said without looking up from the paper.


  Charlie focused on her tablet. “No, I’m not.”


  “Not now, but you were,” he teased.


  “Fine, I was staring.”


  Thayer’s gaze flicked up. Despite the playful expression on his face, his eyes revealed uneasiness hiding just under the surface.


  “What’s wrong?” Charlie frowned.


  “Why do you ask?” He took another drink of coffee, going back to the paper.


  “Something’s wrong, I can tell.” She debated whether to press him for more information or to let it drop. After all the times he’d been there for her the past week, she couldn’t ignore an opportunity to return the favor. “What is it?”


  His fingers tapped an unsteady rhythm on the table. “I have to go back to Texas this week.”


  Charlie’s heart sank. “How soon do you leave?”


  “Two days.” He stood up and headed to the sink.


  At the start of their relationship, she’d dreaded the idea of being confined in the apartment with only Thayer for company. Now, she’d grown used to having him there, especially since he seemed to be the one thing that soothed her nightmares.


  “When will you be back?” She refused to let the anxiety she felt come out in her voice.


  “In time for Cornelia’s premiere,” he said, turning his back to her.


  Her stomach dropped. “That’s almost three weeks away.”


  He still didn’t face her. “You’re returning to University now. With all your classes and homework, you won’t even notice I’m gone.”


  She balked. “Thayer, look at me.” He complied after a moment’s hesitation. “I’ll notice.” She filled her voice with as much sincerity as she could muster.


  His expression softened, but the strange look remained in his eyes. He crossed the kitchen and wrapped her in a tight embrace, whispering. “The time will fly, you’ll see.”


  She pulled away. “The trip isn’t what’s bothering you.”


  “It’s nothing.” He dropped his arms, taking a step back. “I have something to give you. When do you need to leave?”


  She frowned at him, not ready to drop the matter but knowing it was pointless to continue probing. “Fifteen minutes.”


  “Meet me at my office when you’re ready and I’ll take you.” He flashed her a fake smile.


  “You don’t have to.”


  “I don’t mind. My meeting is right around the corner.” He disappeared before she could protest.


  Charlie stood in the kitchen, staring at the empty space he’d occupied. He could tell her everything was fine until his face turned blue, she wouldn’t believe him. She wanted to stay there until she puzzled it out, but class started soon. Puzzling would have to wait.


  In her room, she pulled on her jeans and an olive green sweater. Walking into the bathroom, she checked her reflection in the mirror one last time. The makeup had done its job. She couldn’t see any of the healing bruises. A small scab jutting through her lip served as the only proof of the attack. Satisfied with her appearance, she pulled on her coat and slid her tablet and phone into her bag.


  Thayer appeared in the office doorway before she had the chance to knock. All traces of worry were gone. He reached a hand out to her. “This is for you.”


  Charlie looked at the silver metal stick in his hand. It was about five inches long with a pointed end. Groves spiraled along its length, making it easier to grip. “What is it?”


  “A kubotan.” Thayer placed it in her hand. “For self-defense.”


  She rolled it in her hand, the heat from her skin warming the cold metal. An inexplicable feeling of power flowed through her. “How am I supposed to use it?”


  “For now, just make sure you hit an attacker with the pointed end. I’ll show you more techniques later.”


  She glanced up at him. The fact that he was concerned enough about her to give her a weapon made Charlie’s stomach flip. “Thank you.”


  He nodded. “Are you ready to go?”


  Charlie hadn’t realized how much her nightmares had affected her until she stepped out of the apartment. Without a locked door shielding her from the world, she felt vulnerable. Entering the elevator, her anxiety mounted. Thayer stepped in behind her, pushing the button for the lobby. She ignored his eyes trained on her. Her focus locked on the decreasing numbers above the door as they plunged downward. The closer she came to the outside world, the sweatier her palms grew. Just because Richard hadn’t been waiting for her at the apartment didn’t mean he wasn’t outside the building or at school. The elevator slowed to a stop. She didn’t move.


  “Charlotte?” Thayer’s voice seemed loud in the small space.


  She couldn’t let her fear keep her trapped in the apartment. She needed to prove she was stronger than this. She’d clipped the kubotan to her school bag before leaving and now found herself gripping it. The feel of metal between her fingers took the edge off her fear.


  “Let’s go.” Taking a deep breath, she stepped into the lobby.


  It was obvious that Thayer sensed her fear. Taking her arm, he tucked it in his. “There may be reporters outside. You don’t need to talk to them, but don’t forget that we have to convince them our relationship is… genuine.”


  His words punched through her, leaving behind an aching wound. A lump rose in her throat as she nodded her consent.


  He opened the lobby doors and bright flashes assaulted them. Reporters shouted their names, calling questions that she couldn’t make out in the chaos.


  “Smile,” he whispered.


  Charlie jumped at the unexpected sensation of Thayer’s breath tickling her ear. She glanced at him. He wore a self-assured smile. She returned the expression, ignoring the shouts for them to kiss.


  With a gentle hand on her lower back, he guided her through the crowd toward a sleek car with tinted windows. A driver stepped out of the front seat and opened the door for them. Charlie slipped in, making room for Thayer to join her. Both inside, the driver wasted no time in sliding behind the wheel and peeling away from the curb.


  “To the University first, sir?” The chauffer glanced at them in the mirror. Looking at his reflection, Charlie had the distinct sense that she’d seen him before. She dismissed the thought.


  “Yes, Liam.”


  “Very good.” Liam nodded, turning back to the road.


  Charlie focused her gaze on the street. She searched the faces on the sidewalk. When she realized it was Richard she searched for, she felt ridiculous. He wasn’t out on the street. If he were anywhere, he would be tailing behind their car. She resisted the urge to turn.


  She startled when Thayer slid his hand over hers. Turning away from the window, she glanced down at their hands before shooting him a confused look. He smiled at her before pushing a button that raised the partition between them and Liam.


  “What are you doing?” Little tickles of pleasure traveled through her.


  His serious eyes watched at her. “We have two more days until I leave. I didn’t want to share our moments together with anyone.” His thumb rubbed back and forth against her knuckles.


  “Oh.” The air whooshed from her lungs.


  “What time do you get out of class?”


  Charlie fought to focus on his words rather than the feeling of his thumb caressing her skin. “Around four. Why?”


  “I thought we should celebrate tonight.” He winked at her.


  “You mean to show everyone that our marriage is ‘real?’” She pulled her hand away, crossing her arms against her chest.


  “It doesn’t hurt if people think it’s true.” Thayer frowned, looking confused by her reaction. “But I was really thinking we should celebrate your return to the real world.” He paused. “Unless you don’t want to.”


  “No.” She sighed, twisting her ring. “I’d like to go out.”


  He reached out, capturing her hand again. His finger brushed across her ring. “You play with this when you’re nervous. Did you know that?” He laced his fingers through hers, shooting her a charming grin. “It’s cute.”


  “You’ve been watching me,” she accused in a light tone.


  He shrugged. “You’re fun to watch.”


  Her curiosity peaked. “What other observations have you made?”


  He thought about it for a moment. “You blush when you’re uncomfortable.”


  “No I don’t!” A telltale blush warmed her cheeks, making Thayer chuckle. “What else?” she demanded.


  “When you’re concentrating, you tend to wiggle your toes.”


  Charlie laughed. “Do I really?”


  “Yes,” Thayer answered with another grin. “I also find that cute.”


  “A few days ago, you said I was hard to read,” she teased.


  “I guess you could say I’ve been studying.”


  Her mouth went dry and her heartbeat quickened. She liked that he’d been watching her. It worried her how much she liked it.


  The car slowed to a halt. Seconds later, Liam opened the door.


  “Your stop,” Thayer whispered.


  “Right.” She snapped out of the haze she’d been in, grabbing her bag.


  Thayer stepped out, offering her his hand. Neither of them let go once she’d exited the car. Instead they stood in front of the main building, hand in hand. He reached out to caresses her cheek. Slowly, as if not to alarm her, he leaned in. For a second, Charlie thought he might kiss her. Disappointment flooded her when his lips brushed her forehead rather than her mouth.


  “I’ll meet you back here at four.” He pulled back and looked into her eyes. “Have a good day, Charlotte.”


  “You too,” she managed.


  He winked before getting back into the car. She watched Liam pull away from the curb. Her phone vibrated in her bag, jolting her back to reality. Embarrassed that she’d been standing at the curb staring off into the distance, Charlie scrambled to find her cell.


  -Glad to see you’re back to school. It looks like the plan worked out better than you hoped.


  Nemo. Charlie glanced around, searching for anyone with a phone. Almost every student held some sort of device capable of texting. The knowledge that Nemo could be close by made her uneasy. She started walking to class as she responded.


  -You were right about the Lottery.


  -Don’t get too comfortable. Your father won’t let you go so easily.


  Charlie’s stomach dropped. Nemo knew the exact thing she feared.


  -Are you trying to warn me?


  -I’m encouraging you to be vigilant. The moment you get too comfortable is the moment things will get out of control.


  Charlie entered the classroom. In her usual desk, she pulled her bag into her lap. She studied her shaking hands. Forcing herself to take a controlled breath, she typed a response.


  -I’ll keep that in mind.


  -Make sure you do.


  Charlie barely had a chance to read Nemo’s last message before the professor strode into the room. He wasted no time in beginning the lecture. She tried her best to listen and though she didn’t miss a word the professor said, her mind comprehended nothing. She was too nervous to focus. Her thoughts kept wandering back to Nemo’s message, filling her with dread. More than once, she found herself reaching into her bag to grip the kubotan in her hand.


  
    ~

  


  By the time her classes ended, Charlie felt like she’d been rung out. Her feet dragged as she made her way across campus. After Nemo’s text, she’d found herself glancing over her shoulder more than once, unable to shake the sense of someone watching her.


  Her last class let out early. With half an hour to kill before Thayer came to get her, she planned to suck down as much caffeine as she could in the hopes that it might perk her up.


  Walking to the coffee shop, her anxiety mounted. The hair on the back of her neck rose, making her glance back. The moment she shifted her eyes behind her, she ran into something solid.


  “I’m sorry.” She whipped back around and froze. Drew stood in front of her. He looked awful. His skin appeared translucent. Dark circles made his eyes look sunken. Light stubble covered his face and his hair shone with grease.


  “Charlotte.” He glowered at her.


  “Drew, are you alright?” Charlie reached out, laying a hand on his arm.


  The moment she touched him, he tensed. He looked down at the hand like it might bite him. His eyes narrowed to slits when he spotted the sparkling ring on her finger. He stepped out of her reach. “Fine.”


  She tried to ignore his cold rebuff, fiddling with the ring. “Are you sure you’re alright?”


  He scoffed. “Do you really have to ask? Your….” He trailed off. She noted his hands clench into fists. “The University is questioning my scholarship. So no, I’m not alright.”


  “Oh, Drew.” Charlie’s heart sank.


  When the Determining placed someone in a University, it meant that the individual either had the funds to pay for schooling or was in receipt of a scholarship that would cover the costs. It was rare that a University questioned a scholarship. But, when they did, the individual was stuck in limbo. Unable to follow any other career path, they were forced to seek loans in order to continue their studies. Even with his degree, Charlie knew Drew would never be able to pay back the school loans. The University cost too much. Thinking about this glaring flaw in the system, Charlie wondered how coincidental it actually was.


  “I’m going to get some coffee. Do you want to come with me?” She couldn’t help the pity from seeping into her question.


  He bristled, his eyes filling with fury. “I can’t. I have somewhere to be.” He moved around her, heading in the direction she’d just come.


  “See you later,” she called after him, but he didn’t acknowledge her.


  Preoccupied by her encounter, Charlie walked straight to the school entrance and skipped the coffee. She’d never seen Drew so angry, so hopeless. The dark circles under his eyes plagued her as she waited for Thayer.


  When the car came into view, she breathed a sigh of relief. Liam jumped out and opened the door. “Good afternoon, Mrs. McLean.” He nodded.


  “Thank you, Liam.” She stared at him, still feeling like she knew him somehow. She ignored the chill that raced up her spine and dismissed the coincidence with a shake of her head.


  Thayer waited inside, a ready smile on his face. “How was your day?”


  “I don’t want to talk about my day.” Charlie leaned her head back against the seat. “Let’s pretend it didn’t happen.”


  He hesitated, clearly unsure whether to let the subject go or press her for more. “I can do that.” Taking her hand in his, he tormented her skin with his thumb like he had that morning.


  “How are we celebrating tonight?” she asked, smiling at the prospect of a distraction.


  “We can do whatever you’d like,” he offered.


  Charlie didn’t want to think about anything, to make any decisions. “You pick.”


  He grinned. “You might regret that.”


  “I doubt it.”


  Twenty minutes later, they walked hand in hand through Capitol Park. Thayer held two hotdogs in his free hand while Charlie carried a bag of popcorn.


  “Of all the things you could have picked to do, I’m surprised you chose this.” She couldn’t suppress the smile straining the muscles in her face.


  Thayer looked down at her, his blue eyes sparkling in the fading light. “You told me doing this with Hannah was one of your favorite memories.”


  Charlie’s heart swelled at the gesture. “I didn’t think you would remember.” She steered them to an empty swing set. Reaching it, she let go of his hand and settled onto one of the seats.


  He sat down next to her. “You surprise me, Charlotte. It takes a lot to surprise me.”


  “Is that a good thing?” She pushed off the ground, swinging back and forth with the momentum.


  “A very good thing.” His eyes followed her path as she moved past him. “You should eat your hotdog before it gets cold.”


  Charlie dug her feet into the ground to stop herself. “Yes, dear,” she teased, accepting the hotdog he offered her.


  They ate in silence. The sun sunk low behind the trees, leaving a hot pink and purple trail in its wake. As the light faded into darkness, street lamps flickered to life throughout the park. Electricity buzzed through them.


  Charlie held the popcorn out to Thayer. He took a handful and tossed the kernels in the air one by one, catching them in his mouth. She chuckled when he missed a piece. It bounced off his nose, falling to the ground.


  “You’re such a guy,” she laughed.


  He winked at her before catching two pieces at once. “It’s part of my charm.”


  “Who ever said you were charming?”


  “No one needed to. I just know these things.”


  “I should have guessed.” She popped a piece in her own mouth before handing the bag to Thayer. He finished it off, catching each kernel expertly.


  Stuffing her hands in her pockets, Charlie resumed swinging. The cold night air blew her hair, tangling it into curly brown knots. She didn’t care. After being stuck in the apartment, she enjoyed the small freedom she felt as her body rose and fell.


  “What happened today?” Thayer’s voice asked as she passed by him.


  She wanted to pretend she hadn’t heard him. But she knew that wouldn’t work. Slowing down, she glanced at him to gauge his reaction. “I ran into Drew.”


  His eyes hardened and his shoulders tensed. “That must have been … uncomfortable.”


  “It was.” Charlie nodded. “The University is threatening to refuse his scholarship.”


  “Did he say why?”


  “No. He obviously didn’t want to talk. I get the feeling he thinks I have something to do with him losing the scholarship.”


  “I’m sorry.” He didn’t sound sorry.


  “Don’t be. I needed to see him.”


  Thayer’s eyebrows arched. “Why?”


  “I miss his friendship and I’m sorry about his scholarship, but I’ve realized we never would have worked out.” She became aware of her fingers twisting her ring around and around in her pocket. She forced herself to stop. “I didn’t feel anything beyond friendship when I saw him. It made me realize I didn’t make a mistake when I left the hospital with you instead of him.” Saying the words aloud, she felt ridiculous. She waited for Thayer to say something mocking, but he didn’t.


  “It’s getting cold. We should head home.” He stood, reaching out to her. Together they walked back to the car. When she glanced at him, Charlie noted a triumphant smile tugging at the corners of his mouth.


  Chapter Twenty-Eight


  “Charlotte returned to University yesterday,” Margaret noted as she poured tea into a porcelain cup. “Why isn’t she here?”


  Richard’s teeth gritted. “The men had no opportunity to take her.”


  “She was in the open.” Margaret raised one perfectly shaped brow, taking a dainty sip. “I’d call that an opportunity.”


  “There were reporters outside the apartment, students at the school, and in between she disappeared,” he snapped, balling his hands into fists. “Her chip even went off the grid for a while. I’m doing everything I can to get her back.”


  Don’t lie, the voice chided.


  “Don’t tell me that.” Margaret scowled. “Your techs still haven’t fixed the damage Donovan managed to inflict. Because of your brother, the company’s future is riding on Charlotte.”


  Richard pushed back from the table, knocking over his coffee. His hands shook but he managed to control the urge to pummel his wife. Instead, he leaned over her. “I. Know.”


  Her voice remained defiant even as she shrank away from him. “Then why aren’t you doing anything to fix this?”


  The bitch has guts. Even after last time, she has the nerve to question you.


  Richard agreed, but couldn’t help wondering how brave she would be if she didn’t have an ace up her sleeve. The information she held could ruin him and the company.


  Soon the knowledge she possesses won’t matter. When that day comes, she’ll regret all the times she manipulated you, the voice soothed.


  Despite the reassurance, he couldn’t let go of his anger. “I’ve been working on it,” he fumed. “If I had a way to get to her, she would be here now.”


  “You’re overlooking something.”


  He sat back down. “What do you want me to do? Pull up in front of the reporters and throw a bag over her head?”


  “Don’t be dramatic.” Margaret dismissed the suggestion with a wave of her hand. “We both know it needs to be discreet.”


  “She isn’t exactly walking down dark alleys alone,” Richard grumbled.


  “There must be some way to get one of your men close enough to take her. When no one is watching.”


  How could one of our men get that close without alerting McLean or his security?


  His hands clenched. The voice was right. And Charlotte knew all the men Richard would trust with something so important. The second she spotted them, they’d lose their chance to take her.


  We need to send someone she won’t expect. Someone she won’t recognize. Someone who can get close.


  “What are you smirking for?” Margaret demanded.


  He couldn’t help the smug expression pulling at his mouth. He leaned back in his chair, crossing his arms behind his head. “I know how we’re going to catch her.”


  Margaret let out an unladylike snort. “Let’s hear your plan.”


  She listened. At first she looked at him with disbelief, but as he explained, a sinister smile crossed her face. “This plan requires cooperation.” Margaret leveled a cynical look in Richard’s direction. “Can you control yourself?”


  The voice hissed.


  “Of course,” Richard snarled.


  She got to her feet, heading to the door. “We’ll see.”


  “Miserable bitch,” he muttered at her retreating figure.


  Closing his eyes, he imagined Charlotte bloody and begging.


  We almost have her. And when we do, the merger is back on.


  Chapter Twenty-Nine


  Charlie woke to the familiar strains of the piano. Blindly, she groped for the noisy phone and silenced the alarm. As she rolled onto her side, she expected to find Thayer still asleep. Discovering the other side of the bed cold and empty sent her heart racing. Her two days were up. He might already be gone. She shot out of bed, pulling on a sweatshirt over her pajamas as she hurried to the door.


  Dreary light from the stormy skies illuminated the apartment. She strained her ears, trying to pinpoint Thayer, if he was still there at all. Only the patter of rain hitting the windows met her eager ears. Her heart fell.


  Thayer said he had to leave early that morning, but she’d expected him to say goodbye, at least. The rational part of her brain told her they’d only known one another a week. They might be legally married, but their relationship wasn’t that of a true married couple. The irrational part of her wanted to burst into tears and crawl back into bed. The warring emotions she couldn’t quite reconcile were starting to give her a headache.


  Still hoping he might be in to kitchen or his office, she descended the stairs. The lure of caffeine pulled her toward the kitchen. As she trudged through the living room, she picked up the sound of voices. Her pulse pounded in her ears as she strained to make out the conversation.


  “It isn’t safe for her to be here.” Charlie recognized Logan speaking. “She could expose us. If that happens, all the work we’ve done will be worthless.”


  “I realize that, but what do you want me to do? I can’t send her back to her father.” Charlie noted the weariness in Thayer’s voice.


  Rather than alert the brothers to her presence, Charlie stood as still as she could. She took quiet breaths, not wanting the rush of air to block any of the conversation.


  “That’s not what I’m suggesting,” Logan argued.


  “What, then?”


  “All I know is her presence here has caused her father to watch us too closely. It’s dangerous for everyone involved.”


  “I can’t let her go.” Thayer’s response was firm.


  “Your relationship isn’t anything more than a convenience. Why would you jeopardize everything for her?”


  A pregnant pause followed the question.


  “Charlotte is my wife, Logan.”


  Another pause filled the air.


  “You’re falling for her.” Charlie could almost see the bewilderment on Logan’s face.


  “She’s my family now,” Thayer hedged. “I have to protect her.”


  “Even if it costs us everything?”


  “Yes.”


  Logan sighed. “The only reason I’m even agreeing to this is because I know how important she is.”


  “Thank you.”


  Thayer’s voice sounded closer than before. Charlie realized too late that the brothers were headed her way. She watched them round the corner, feeling like a deer caught in headlights. When they spotted her, both men froze. The three of them stood still, watching one another with wide eyes. It would have been comical if not for what she’d overheard.


  “What am I jeopardizing by staying here?” She cut straight to the point.


  Logan and Thayer shared a glance. Something passed between them; Charlie could sense it in their silence. They looked back at her, neither answering.


  She tried a different question. “Why are you concerned about my father?”


  “I need to go.” Logan’s eyes shifted between them. “I’ll see you when you get back from Texas. Don’t worry about things here. We have everything under control.” He clapped Thayer on the shoulder before nodding to Charlie. “I’ll see you soon, Charlotte.”


  Charlie watched Logan leave. When the apartment door clicked shut behind him, she whirled back to Thayer. “Well?”


  “Your father is a very powerful man. Keeping you from him is dangerous.”


  His attempt at evasion didn’t work. “What are you hiding?”


  He stared at her, refusing to back down. “What makes you think I’m hiding something?”


  “I heard your conversation. Both you and Logan are afraid of my father watching you too closely. What are you afraid he’ll see?”


  Thayer scoffed. She didn’t miss the hint of uncertainty flicker in his eyes. “I’m leaving soon. This will have to wait until I get back.” He brushed past her, but Charlie followed close behind.


  “Do you really want to leave this to fester between us?”


  “No, but you seem determined to let it, so what choice do I have?” He threw over his shoulder as he ascended the stairs.


  She stomped after him. “You can’t just leave without explaining this.”


  “It isn’t something that can be explained and settled in the little time I have left.” He strode down the hall to his room.


  Charlie remained close on his heels. “Do you realize how that conversation sounded? Do you know how it makes me feel, knowing that I’m putting you in danger? I’d be out of my mind to stay here, despite what my father might do to me.”


  He whirled around, startling her. “Don’t say that.” He ran a hand through his dark hair in frustration. “No matter what it sounded like, you can’t leave. You being here isn’t the issue.”


  “Logan seems to think it is.” She crossed her arms.


  Thayer surveyed her for a moment before turning away with a sigh.


  Charlie bit her lip, mulling over her words before speaking. “You told me we were in this relationship together, even though it’s unconventional. If you believe that, you need to be open with me.” She watched him filling a suitcase, staying silent as he packed.


  Finished, he closed the bag and moved to leave. Charlie stood firmly planted in the doorway, refusing to step aside.


  “Relationships require honesty and open communication, but they also require trust.” He came to a stop inches from her, setting his bag down. He reached out and caressed her cheek. “I promise, I’ll tell you everything when I can. For now, I’m asking you to trust me.”


  The feel of his strong hand touching her so softly sent desire racing through her. Heart stuttering, she felt herself losing hold of her anger. “The moment you get back, I expect to hear everything.” She fought to keep the fierce tone in her voice.


  Relief spread across his face. “Thank you.”


  Before Charlie could process what he was doing, Thayer leaned in and captured her mouth with a kiss. Startled, her eyes widened and her body tensed. But as the kiss lingered, he moved his hand to the back of her head, holding her in place. She allowed her eyes to drift shut, letting the feel of his lips draw her into the embrace, melting her body into his.


  After a moment of hesitation, she moved her lips with his. His grip on her tightened. He pulled her body closer until there didn’t seem to be a part of them that wasn’t pressed together. Heat radiated between them as the kiss intensified.


  She slid her hands up his arms, across his shoulders, trailing up his neck. A groan rumbled in his throat as her fingers curled through his soft hair. Emboldened by his response, she opened her mouth, tracing his bottom lip with her tongue.


  The contact startled him out of whatever pleasure-filled haze he’d been in. Before either of them could take the kiss further, he broke away. Though he still held her close, Charlie felt the sting of rejection.


  Resting his forehead against hers, he looked into her eyes. Longing and uncertainty warred in him. When he spoke, his voice was thick with desire. “I have to go.”


  “Don’t.” She brushed a feather light kiss across his lips.


  “I wish I could stay.” He groaned in frustration as he released her, slipping out of her arms. “I’ll see you in three weeks.” He pressed a kiss to her forehead before grabbing his bag and heading out the door, letting it swing shut behind him.


  Alone, Charlie let out a long breath. She could still feel his lips against hers, taste the mint of his toothpaste, smell the spice in his soap. Her heart thundered. Taking a deep breath, she attempted to gather her wits.


  It wasn’t until her pulse slowed that she realized he’d managed to make her forget about the conversation with Logan. Had he used the kiss to make his escape? Annoyed, she dashed after him. She caught him waiting for the elevator, a pleased look on his face.


  “That kiss won’t make me forget our talk. I plan to have it out with you the minute you get home,” she vowed, hands planted on her hips.


  He chuckled, “I didn’t think you’d forget.”


  “Then why bother kissing me?” she demanded.


  The metal doors slid open with a soft ping!


  “Because I wanted to.” With a wink, he disappeared into the elevator.


  
    ~

  


  The light rain had turned into a torrential downpour by the time Charlie left for class. She searched the apartment for an umbrella but came up empty handed. Frustrated, she threw a hoodie on under her coat. The fabric would do little to protect her from the rain, but at least her hair wouldn’t have to suffer.


  She trudged out of the apartment, her mood matching the gloomy weather. Emerging from the elevator, she spotted the throng of reporters waiting and her mood soured even more. She couldn’t imagine she was interesting enough to wait for in the pouring rain.


  Ducking her head, she slipped through the front door. A gust of icy wind whipped the hood back. With her face exposed, the reporters pounced. Flashes blinded her as she pushed through the crowd toward the subway entrance. She did her best to ignore their questions as she pressed on.


  With her head bent, she didn’t see the figure in front of her until she walked straight into it. She mumbled an apology. Without warning, he grabbed her. She didn’t get a chance to shout in protest before he dragged her toward the street and pushed her into the back of a black car.


  She scrambled across the seat, reaching for the other door. Pulling the handle, her heart sank when it wouldn’t yield under her grasp. With no other options, Charlie turned to face whoever was trying to kidnap her.


  When Logan slid into the car, she let out a sigh of relief.


  “What the hell? You scared me!” She pressed a hand to her chest.


  “We’re all set, Liam.” Logan leaned forward, speaking into the front seat.


  She glared at her brother-in-law. “You could have warned me you were planning to abduct me this morning.”


  “You could have told someone that you were planning to walk around alone. That was stupid, Charlotte. What if it’d been one of your father’s men rather than me that grabbed you?” Logan raised an eyebrow.


  “How else was I supposed to get to school? Magic myself there? Anyway, my father isn’t stupid. He wouldn’t just grab me in front of a group of reporters.”


  “Don’t count on your father to act reasonably,” he warned.


  She huffed in annoyance. “Why are you here anyway? I thought you left.”


  “I did. When Thayer saw the reporters camped outside the apartment, he asked me to make sure you made it to school in one piece.”


  Charlie smiled at the thought of Thayer worrying about her. “Thank you, but I’ll have to deal with them eventually. I’m sure they’ll be there tomorrow and for many days to come.”


  “That’s why Liam and I will be picking you up for school until Thayer gets back.” Logan glanced at her from the corner of his eye, as if trying to gauge her reaction.


  “That won’t be necessary.” Charlie shot a furtive glance at the driver. She couldn’t shake it the feeling that she knew him from somewhere and it unnerved her.


  “According to Thayer, it is,” Logan maintained.


  Suddenly Charlie didn’t find Thayer’s concern as sweet as before.


  “I don’t need a babysitter.”


  “I never said you did, but don’t deny that it’s nicer to be driven to school than take the subway.”


  He was right. She watched out the window for a moment. “I don’t suppose you’ll tell me what this morning was about.”


  “You suppose correctly.”


  They said nothing for the rest of the drive.


  When Liam pulled up outside the school, Logan stepped out, offering Charlie a hand. Not wanting to be rude, despite her mortification at being babysat, she accepted.


  “What time should we be back?”


  “Don’t you work?” Charlie demanded.


  “What time?” he insisted.


  “Four.”


  “Have a good day.” Logan shot her a mischievous smile, sliding back into the car. Charlie glared as Liam pulled away from the curb.


  Thanks to Thayer’s concern, she’d arrived ahead of schedule and now had time to kill. Spinning on her heel, she stomped toward the quad, the one place with grass and trees on campus. Most students were still in class but a few milled around the area. It didn’t take her more than a minute to spot Drew sitting alone on a cement bench, tablet in hand. After a moment of debating, she headed his way.


  Stopping beside him, she waited for him to notice her. He looked up and her heart sank. He looked worse than the last time they’d run into each other. At least his hair appeared to have been washed since then.


  “Mind if I join you?” She gestured to the empty space beside him.


  He shrugged, going back to his work. She set her bag on the ground and took the empty seat. Drew didn’t say anything to her. He seemed engrossed in the tablet clutched in his hands.


  “Why are you here?” He surprised her by breaking the silence.


  She frowned. “I saw you across the quad. I thought I’d stop to talk. We’re friends.”


  “Are we?” He glanced up and the weariness in his face struck her afresh.


  “I know things didn’t work out with us, but I’ll always be your friend.”


  “Funny, it hasn’t felt like we’re friends. Not since you got married.” His eyes flicked to her ring.


  She crossed her arms, hiding the diamond from his scrutiny. “Things changed between us so quickly. I figured you needed time to deal with everything.”


  “Time heals all wounds, right?” He scoffed.


  “You know, communication works both ways. If you really wanted to talk to me, you could have,” she snapped.


  “I wanted to talk to you, more than anything.” His eyes came alive as he spoke. “But I couldn’t.”


  “Why not?”


  He sat up straight and stared her down. “You chose Thayer.”


  “I didn’t have any other option, and you know it. That’s why you walked away at the hospital.” She lowered her voice to a harsh whisper. “I couldn’t just cut the chip from my arm and disappear into the sunset with you. It wouldn’t have worked.”


  “You could’ve tried,” Drew hissed.


  “We would’ve been caught and I would be married to Mason rather than Thayer, and you’d be who knows where. Do you think that would be better? Thayer is kind to me. I’d take that over an abusive husband any day.”


  Drew leaned back, his eyes going wide. “You’re falling in love with him.” Pain laced his words.


  Heat rushed to Charlie’s face. “I’m not in love with him.”


  “Not yet, but you’re starting to let him in.” He narrowed his eyes. “It took you months to let your guard down with me. How did he do it? Did he take you the first night or did you have the restraint to wait until you’d know him more than a day to spread your legs?”


  She clenched her fists to keep from slapping him. “How dare y—”


  “It doesn’t matter.” He cut her off. “I need to finish this before class.” He went back to his work, effectively dismissing her.


  Jumping to her feet, she scowled down at him. “If this is how you treat someone you say you love, then I’m glad we weren’t Compatible. As far as I’m concerned, I dodged a bullet. And whether I’m in love with him or not, marrying Thayer was the best decision I ever made.”


  She didn’t remember the other students around the quad until after she’d delivered her tirade. All around, they stared at her wide-eyed. She glanced at them. A few stared at her in surprise, but most ignored her.


  Trying to prevent her audience from hearing any more, she leaned down and lowered her voice to a whisper. “No matter how you try to hurt me, I’ll still be your friend. If you can’t accept my friendship, understanding that it’s all I can give, then we’re done.” She turned, fleeing from the curious stares she could feel as if they burned into her skin.


  By the time she reached her first class, she looked like a wet animal. Her wavy hair clung to her face, mascara ran down her cheeks, and her clothes were soaked through. She didn’t care. The professor and the few students already seated gave her curious looks as she shuffled to her seat. No one spoke to her, but that was fine. She didn’t have the energy to deal with them.


  The day passed in a blur. Charlie moved from class to class, not listening to a word her professors said. Her thoughts were occupied with Drew. She wasn’t surprised that he was still hurt over her marriage. But she wouldn’t apologize for the decision she’d made.


  Despite her concern for Drew, what he’d said rang through her mind. You’re falling in love with him. When he’d said it, she hadn’t believed him. But thinking back over the past few weeks, she found herself wondering if he was right.


  From the moment Thayer burst into her bedroom to that morning when he’d kissed her, she’d slowly been letting her guard down. Just like Cornelia predicted. Stupid Cornelia.


  After her last class, Charlie walked toward the main building where she knew Liam would be waiting. Dark clouds still loomed overhead, but the rain had stopped. It made little difference. Her makeup had washed off and her beautifully styled hair had turned frizzy from the rain.


  Liam stood outside the car, waiting for her. She saw his eyes widen a fraction as he took in her appearance, but he didn’t comment.


  “Mrs. McLean.” He nodded, opening the door.


  “Thank you,” she mumbled, sliding inside.


  With a deep breath, she steeled herself for an onslaught of questions from Logan. Rather than his masculine voice, a shrill cry greeted her.


  “What happened to you?” Cornelia examined her disheveled appearance with concern. “You look like you’ve been dragged through a muddy puddle.”


  “Where’s Logan?” Charlie pulled the hood of her sweatshirt up, attempting to hide her ruined hair.


  “I’m here.” Logan spoke from the front seat. He’d turned to her. He wore a stoic expression, but, just like Cornelia, his eyes were filled with concern. “It looks like you had a bad day.”


  “You could say that.” She leaned back and closed her eyes, hoping they would understand that she didn’t want to talk about it.


  Cornelia seemed to get the hint. “I’m glad I’m here. Logan and I were going to take you out, but I think you need a girl’s night in.”


  “And what am I supposed to do tonight?” Logan complained.


  “It’s Friday, you must have other options,” Cornelia teased.


  “It’s takeout and bad sitcoms for me.” He let out an exaggerated sigh.


  “You’ll live. Liam, can you drop Charlotte and me off first?”


  “Yes, Miss Prescott.”


  Cornelia shot Logan a triumphant smile before turning her attention back to Charlie. “I promise that after tonight, you’ll feel a million times better.”


  Charlie smiled, unconvinced. “I hope so.”


  When they pulled up to the apartment, Charlie was relieved to see the reporters had gone home. Stepping out of the car, she half expected them to come crawling up from the cracks in the sidewalk like ants. But she still saw no sign of them. Her anxiety dwindled.


  “See you later,” Cornelia called to Logan, who just scowled at her. Ignoring his look, she grabbed Charlie’s hand and dragged her toward the apartment.


  “Go change into something comfortable,” Cornelia commanded once they’d crossed the threshold. “I’m going to order dinner.”


  Charlie went directly to her room. One look in the mirror made her cringe. What little makeup hadn’t come off during the day had pooled around her eyes. Her hair puffed out from her head, making her at least three inches taller. Looking away, she stepped into the shower to wash away the long, emotional day.


  She’d just emerged when Cornelia knocked on the door. “Dinner’s here.”


  “I’ll be out in a minute.” She pulled on clean clothes before braiding her wet hair. As her fingers twisted through the wet strands, an unexpected wave of sadness washed over her. After a bad day, she’d always confided in Ruth. Charlie had to fight the urge to call her old friend, knowing any attempt at communication wouldn’t be well received. Instead, she pushed the feeling aside and tried to focus on her night with Cornelia.


  In the kitchen, Cornelia stood over a box of pizza, shoveling a slice into her mouth. The smell of warm dough and gooey cheese made Charlie’s stomach growl.


  “I didn’t know what you’d like, so I got half cheese half supreme. And wings.” She spoke through a mouthful of cheese.


  Charlie grabbed a slice covered with toppings and took a large bite. She groaned as the flavors hit her tongue. “This is so good.”


  “Come on. Let’s go get crumbs all over the couch. Give Thayer something to come home to.”


  Cornelia grabbed two bottles of beer and the box of wings, leaving Charlie to bring the pizza. They settled on the couch with the food between them and ate in silence.


  Charlie was reaching for another slice when Cornelia spoke. “What happened today?”


  “Nothing happened. I just had a bad day.” She grabbed her beer, downing a large gulp.


  “The point of a girl’s night is to gossip and vent. So start sharing.” Cornelia flashed her a warm smile.


  “Why don’t you share first?” Charlie hedged.


  Cornelia shook her head. “Nope, I’m not the one who looked like a drowned rat. Spill.”


  “You wound me.” When it became clear that Cornelia wouldn’t relent, Charlie gave in. “I saw Drew today.”


  “Ah, the ex is jealous.”


  “I don’t know what’s going on, but it’s not as simple as jealousy.” She rubbed her tired eyes. “I really thought we could stay friends despite what’s happened.”


  “Did you tell him that?” Cornelia asked.


  “Sort of.” Charlie fidgeted with her ring.


  “What does that mean?”


  Charlie looked down at her ring, avoiding Cornelia’s eyes. “He said some things about Thayer. I didn’t get to tell him properly. But I did tell him… . sort of.”


  “What did he say about you and Thayer?” Cornelia couldn’t mask her curiosity.


  “He insinuated that I’m falling in love with Thayer because he slept with me.”


  “I knew it! I knew you’d fall in love with him!” Cornelia clapped her hands in excitement, but then Charlie’s full statement hit her. “Wait, you slept together?” Her eyes glinted with mischief.


  “No!” Charlie shrieked, her face flushing. “Well, not like that.”


  “It wouldn’t be a big deal if you did. You’re married, after all,” Cornelia teased.


  “Please, I’m just coming to terms with the fact that I might be falling in love with my husband.” Charlie fanned her face in an attempt to cool the rising heat.


  “You have almost a full three weeks to come to terms with it. When he comes home, you’ll be singing a different tune.”


  Charlie’s glare made Cornelia laugh.


  “Don’t give me that look, you know I’m right.”


  And that was exactly the problem. Her chip was paired with Thayer’s so he could never physically leave her, but nothing could stop him from abandoning her emotionally. When someone had free will, falling in love was a dangerous thing.


  Chapter Thirty


  When Charlie’s alarm sounded the Friday morning, she turned it off and pulled the blankets over her head. Thayer had been gone a week and without him beside her, the nightmares had returned. Her body ached from sleepless nights and her eyes fought to stay open.


  She’d just resolved to skip classes for the day and stay in bed when her ringtone cut into the silence. With a groan, she looked at the screen. Ruth’s red hair and warm smile greeted her. Charlie frowned. Ruth hadn’t wanted anything to do with her after the wedding. Sensing a fight on the horizon, but desperate for human contact, Charlie answered.


  “Hello?” Sleep thickened her voice.


  “Hi, Charlie. I’m sorry if I woke you.”


  With her nerves already frayed from sleep deprivation, Ruth’s apologetic tone sent Charlie over the edge. “Oh, I’m Charlie again, am I?” Throwing the covers off, she abandoned any chance of falling back to sleep. She stomped out of the room and toward the kitchen. “What happened to calling me Charlotte, the spoiled princess?”


  “I called to apologize.”


  That gave Charlie pause. “Really?” She didn’t bother hiding her disbelief. “Where’s this coming from? Last I knew, you hated me for stealing Thayer.”


  Ruth’s sigh whooshed in the phone. “Can we please meet in person? I feel like I’ll do this better face to face.”


  More from curiosity than anything else, Charlie found herself agreeing. “You have a lot to make up for,” she warned as she entered the kitchen and walked straight to the coffee pot.


  Ruth’s relief was obvious. “I’m flying into Portestas tonight. My mom has some event she wants me to go to on Sunday.” There was an audible hesitation. “Could we get together tomorrow?”


  Charlie agreed. Once they’d hung up, she couldn’t help wondering if giving Ruth a second chance was a mistake. The problem plagued her as she got ready, as Liam drove her to class, and throughout the day.


  
    ~

  


  “How long until Ruth gets there?” Thayer asked, his voice echoing through the phone.


  Charlie glanced at the clock. “Twenty minutes.” She cradled the phone between her shoulder and her ear. She held two different shirts at eye level, glancing from one to the other.


  “What’s going through your head?”


  “Honestly?” Charlie laid her options out on the bed and stepped back to consider them. “I’m wondering what to wear. Blue shirt or brown?”


  Thayer’s laugh made her stomach flutter. “Aren’t you worried about what she’s going to say?”


  In the grand scheme of things, a confrontation with Ruth was the least of her worries. With the threat of Richard trying to possess her and discovering that she loved Thayer, Ruth seemed miniscule.


  “Patching things up with Ruth would be great, but it’s not the most important thing. Now,” she swapped her yoga pants for a pair of fitted jeans, “blue or brown.”


  “Blue.” His smile was evident even through the phone.


  “Give me a second.” Charlie set the cell down and took off her oversized sweater, replacing it with the navy blue Henley. “I’m back.” She placed the phone against her shoulder and headed to the bathroom.


  “I have a question for you.”


  “Alright.” Charlie started pulling out compacts from her makeup bag.


  “How are you sleeping?”


  She paused, a makeup brush pressed into her foundation. “Where did that come from?”


  He sighed, “Just answer the question.”


  “I’ve had better nights.” She blended foundation over her dark circles.


  If she were honest, she’d hardly slept since he left. For the first few days, she’d held his pillow and pretended it was him. That worked until his scent began to fade. Now, even sleeping in his bed or wearing his shirts didn’t keep the nightmares at bay.


  “I’m sorry I can’t be there for you.”


  She was sorry too, more than she wanted to admit. “You have to work. I understand.” She applied her mascara, being careful not to stab herself in the eye.


  “How much longer until you’re finished at University?”


  Not soon enough. “Four and a half months.” She finished her face with a touch of bronzer.


  The buzzer sounded, interrupting their conversation. Charlie pulled the cell from her ear, glancing at the screen and the waiting text message. “Ruth’s here.”


  “We’ll talk later,” Thayer promised before hanging up.


  Charlie buzzed the girl in and waited at the front door. The knock sounded a minute later. She opened the door, feeling totally unprepared for what waited on the other side.


  “Hey.” Ruth twirled a red curl around her finger. Charlie recognized the nervous habit.


  “Come in.” Charlie stepped back, holding the door open. Before she could get another word out, Ruth started in.


  “Can we get the awkwardness out of the way?” Ruth’s shoulders were hunched and her eyes averted.


  Charlie ushered her into the living room and took a seat. “Go ahead.”


  With a deep breath, Ruth plunged in. “I’m a bitch and an awful friend. I shouldn’t have treated you the way I did.” Charlie bit her lip to keep from agreeing. “When I found out about the wedding, it was like my future had been ripped away from me. I was upset and everything I said was out of anger.”


  “I get that, believe me.” Charlie leaned back on the couch, drawing her legs under her. “I just wish you believed me about the Lottery.”


  Ruth glanced up. “I’m sorry, but all that doesn’t matter anymore. What matters is you’re with Thayer and I’m okay with that.”


  Charlie’s brow arched. “Really?”


  Ruth nodded. “I met someone at University.” A smile tugged at the corner of her mouth. “Having him in my life made me realize that Thayer wasn’t my only option. It also made me realize that I’d treated you unfairly.” She pulled on a curl as she spoke. “Will you forgive me?”


  If it weren’t for the sincerity in her voice and the uncomfortable way she held her body, Charlie wouldn’t have believed Ruth. But having known each other for years, Charlie could tell the apology came from a genuine place.


  “I forgive you.” Charlie allowed herself a small smile.


  Their conversation from there was a little bumpy, but after a few minutes, things smoothed out. Charlie even found herself laughing as they headed to the kitchen to cook dinner.


  “So, who’s the man that’s swept you off your feet?” Charlie pressed as she bustled around the kitchen, putting on a pot of water to boil.


  Ruth’s red hair made her blush more pronounced. “He’s someone I’ve known for about a year.” She grinned. “I never noticed him because of…”


  “Thayer,” Charlie supplied.


  Ruth hurried on. “When I went back to school, I finally noticed him. Things just progressed from there.”


  “His name?”


  “Thomas.”


  “Any connection to the Council?” Charlie watched Ruth awkwardly browning sausage in a skillet on the stove. She grinned, thinking of her own escapades in the kitchen.


  “Not one.” Ruth stirred the meat.


  “Your mother must be disappointed.” Charlie regretted how critical the words sounded out of her moth. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean that to sound so condescending.”


  Ruth waved a hand. “Don’t worry about it. My mother’s just happy there’s someone out there who wants to be with me.”


  They finished cooking and spent the next two hours catching up, though Charlie was careful to avoid mentioning Thayer any more than necessary. By the time Ruth had to leave, Charlie felt like a balm had been applied to the wounds her friend had inflicted.


  “When will you be in town again?” Charlie asked, handing Ruth her coat.


  “Actually, next weekend. Mother has another event that I can’t possibly miss.” Ruth rolled her eyes.


  “If you have any time, we should get together again.”


  Ruth pulled Charlie into a hug. “I’d like that.”


  With their goodbyes said and plans made for the next weekend, Charlie closed the door. Alone again, she turned her attention to the class work she’d put aside that morning. Throwing herself into the assigned reading kept her from dwelling on the empty apartment. She’d managed to get through almost half when her phone rang.


  Thayer.


  “Hey,” she said, stifling a yawn. Having her nose in a book for hours made her feel drowsy now that she’d resurfaced.


  “How did it go with Ruth?”


  Charlie didn’t miss his curiosity, though he tried to sound casual. “Better than I expected. We’re getting together next weekend.” She smiled at the idea of having a social life outside the apartment again.


  “What are you going to do?”


  Charlie got up from the couch and started up the stairs. “She mentioned an Italian restaurant she likes.”


  “You’re going out?” The phone couldn’t mask the tension in his words.


  “I won’t be alone, Ruth will be there,” she said, beginning to wonder if going out might be a bad idea.


  “Take Liam with you.”


  “You want me to take the babysitter?” She joked, trying to shake the nervous feeling in the pit of her stomach.


  “A bodyguard.”


  She took a moment to gather her courage. “I don’t trust Liam.”


  Thayer’s reply was a hearty laugh. “Why don’t you trust him?”


  His laughter made her feel like an idiot, but she couldn’t take the confession back now. “I can’t shake the feeling that I know him from somewhere else. What if it’s because he worked for my father?”


  “Liam is Drew’s brother. That’s why you recognize him.”


  Charlie gripped the phone tighter in her hand. “Why does Drew’s brother work for you?” She couldn’t fathom why Thayer would hire her boyfriend’s brother as a chauffer and bodyguard.


  “He’s worked for me for a few years. Liam is a good man. Despite his familial connections, I trust him. And I want him to go with you to meet Ruth.”


  The explanation set Charlie at ease. “Fine, but I still don’t think I need a babysitter.” She flopped onto her bed and closed her eyes. They hurt from all the reading she’d done. “So, why did you call?”


  Thayer cleared his throat. “You said you weren’t sleeping well. I thought I could stay on the phone with you until you fall asleep.”


  Even though he wasn’t there with his ice-blue eyes trained on her, she felt a blush in her cheeks. “I’d like that.”


  Crawling under the sheets, still in her jeans and Henley, she listened to him tell her about everything he’d done the past week. The rumble of his voice was like a lullaby. Eventually she fell into a deep, peaceful sleep.


  Chapter Thirty-One


  Every night for the next week, Thayer called her and stayed on the phone until she slept. In the morning, she’d wake to find her phone pressed against her ear, the call disconnected during the night.


  Saturday morning was an exception. Charlie woke to Thayer’s deep, even breathing in her ear. A sleepy smile spread across her face. Glancing at the time, she realized he’d overslept. He told her the night before that he had an important client meeting scheduled for that morning. She’d kept him up and now he’d be late.


  “Thayer.” When he didn’t respond she repeated his name again, louder.


  “Hmmm?” he groaned.


  “You overslept.”


  “What?” His voice sounded heavy with fatigue.


  “You’re going to be late.” Charlie fought to keep from laughing at his sleepy confusion.


  A pause then, “Damn it!” Charlie pictured him scrambling out of bed. No shirt, plaid pants, and hair sticking up in all directions. The image did nothing to suppress the giggle she felt bubbling up.


  “I’ll let you go, okay?” she said, listening to him mumbling to himself absentmindedly.


  “Yeah, okay. Thanks for waking me up. I’ll call you tonight. I love you.” Silence, then the call ended.


  Charlie lay motionless on the bed with the phone held to her ear. I love you. The words paralyzed her body, but her heart raced out of control. Did Thayer even realize what he’d said to her? He couldn’t have realized. He wouldn’t just drop something like that and hang up.


  She blinked, forcing herself to move the phone away from her ear. Looking at the screen, she expected it to light up with an incoming call the moment he realized what he’d said. She waited for almost ten minutes, but the screen remained dark. Why wouldn’t he call her back? Had he really told her he loved her without realizing it? Her brain couldn’t handle this new development without coffee.


  Still in a daze, she left the bedroom, trudging down to the kitchen. She went through the motions of making breakfast. Pouring coffee, pushing down toast, spreading butter. She tried to focus on her movements, but her mind lingered on the phone, listening to those words. I love you. He loved her. He’d said it. The only way she could move forward was to believe he meant it.


  Charlie couldn’t deny the attraction between them. Every time he touched her, her body went into overdrive. And that kiss … She flushed remembering the feel of their bodies pressed together, his hands holding her, the taste of his tongue … .


  She shook herself. Yes, they were attracted to each other but how could she be in love with him? She knew so little about him. He’d appeared abruptly in her life. He kept secrets from her and, by his own admission, had married her for the convenience of the match. But he also protected her. She’d never forget the look on his face when he burst into her room after the first nightmare.


  The memory of their night on the couch came to mind. Their first night sleeping in bed together. She’d fit perfectly next to him. The night he’d walked into her bedroom and nonchalantly got in bed without asking. He’d opened up to her, revealing a side of himself she hadn’t expected. And now the nights spent on the phone. All of it, done for her. But did she love him?


  Unable to eat the breakfast she’d prepared, Charlie spent the day in a state of upheaval. She tried to do more class work but her mind wouldn’t settle long enough for her to accomplish anything. Even watching TV proved to be out of the question. She spent the majority of her day staring at the clock, anticipating her late dinner with Ruth.


  By the time Liam picked her up, exhaustion weighed Charlie’s body down.


  “Are you okay, Mrs. McLean?” Liam asked as he handed her into the car.


  Plastering a smile on her face, she nodded. His look revealed his disbelief. They drove to the restaurant in silence, Liam shooting her glances in the rearview mirror. At the restaurant, he stopped at the front door and walked her inside before going to park the car.


  The scent of garlic permeated the small room. Dim lighting gave the space an intimate atmosphere despite the tables pressed close together. It took Charlie a minute to spot Ruth at a table by the back. The girl had a phone pressed to her ear. She spoke animatedly, her expressions revealing her annoyance at whoever was on the other end. When she noticed Charlie, her face broke into a smile.


  “ …it done.” Ruth gave Charlie an apologetic smile as she took a seat. “We’ll talk later.” She hung up and stashed the phone in her elegant silver clutch. “My mother can’t let me have a night out without calling to nag.”


  “Were you waiting long?” Charlie opened her menu, all written in Italian.


  “Just long enough for Mother to remind me what time I need to be at the club tomorrow.”


  Much to her surprise, Charlie felt a pang of longing. Margaret wouldn’t ever nag her about events at the club again. Not after everything that happened with Mason. Her mother might not have loved her, but she was still her mother. Charlie wished things could have been different between them.


  Rather than wallow, Charlie changed the subject. “This place is adorable.” She glanced around at the brick walls and dark interior. A fireplace set in the far wall smelled pleasantly of burning wood. “Where did you find it?”


  Ruth picked up her menu and perused it idly. “One of my father’s business partners opened it a few years ago.”


  “It’s great.”


  “I was thinking of ordering a bottle of wine.” Ruth glanced up. “Would you have some if I did?”


  “Sure.” Charlie didn’t like drinking in public, but after the day she’d had, a drink sounded like a good idea. It might help calm her frayed nerves.


  Aided by alcohol, their conversation pulled Charlie’s mind away from thoughts of Thayer. But when she caught a glance of Liam at the front of the restaurant watching them, Thayer returned with force. The driver was on his phone, but his eyes never left Charlie. The intense scrutiny made her uncomfortable. She took another big gulp of wine. If Liam’s presence was going to keep Thayer at the forefront of her mind, Charlie was going to drink until it didn’t matter if she remembered or not.


  By the end of dinner, the bottle was empty and Charlie couldn’t stop giggling. When the waiter came to see if they wanted dessert, Charlie ordered an Irish coffee.


  “What a lush!” Ruth accused, giggling just as hard as Charlie.


  “Am not!” The words jumbled in Charlie’s mouth, making her laugh harder.


  Ruth laughed so hard she snorted. “You’re drunk.”


  “Mrs. McLean.”


  Charlie turned to look up at Liam and the room started spinning. “Stop moving, I can’t look at you when you move like that.” She blinked, trying to focus on the driver.


  A frown pulled his mouth down. “Are you ready to go, ma’am?”


  “I have to pee.” She said with a straight face. His eyes widened a fraction and he flushed a bright red. The effect had Charlie reeling.


  Behind the laughter, she heard Ruth slur, “I’ll go with her. Why don’t you get the car and we’ll be ready by the time you pull around front.”


  “Thank you, Miss Andrews.”


  Charlie was still a giggling mess when Ruth guided her into the bathroom. She didn’t stop until Ruth wound her arm back and slapped her across the cheek.


  “What was that for?” Charlie demanded, the room spinning and her jovial mood dying.


  “That was for Thayer.” The smile Ruth had worn all evening was gone. In its place, a menacing scowl.


  “You’re not drunk anymore,” Charlie muttered, noticing how Ruth’s slur had disappeared. She watched, dumbfounded, as Ruth strutted to the door, locking it with a definite click. The girl turned on her heel, revealing the pure hate in her eyes.


  Charlie stepped back, her inebriated mind slowly picking up the danger. “Why did you pretend to apologize?”


  Ruth didn’t answer. She was too busy fishing through her purse. When her hand touched the object she’d been searching for, a sinister grin crossed her face. It took Charlie a minute to recognize what she was seeing. A syringe.


  Before Charlie had a chance to scream, Ruth was on her, hand covering her mouth. Charlie struggled against the woman’s tight hold. Unbalanced by the alcohol and her tall heels, the two girls came crashing to the tile floor. Charlie tried to push Ruth off, but her limbs were uncoordinated and weak.


  “Stop struggling!” Ruth hissed.


  Charlie refused, deciding instead to bite Ruth’s hand. She was rewarded with a sharp sting as the syringe punctured her neck.


  Her eyes widened and her body went limp. Whatever the needle injected into her body worked quickly. Her fingers tingled and dark spots swam in her vision.


  Seeing that she’d stopped struggling, Ruth got to her feet, brushing dirt from her dress. Leaving the needle by the sink, she washed her hands and took a moment to check her hair and makeup.


  Charlie’s stomach rolled and she started to gag. Am I dying? Had it been poison in the syringe? Her palms started to sweat and tears stung her eyes. She blinked, trying to see again. She thought of the kubaton still attached to her backpack and wanted to scream.


  “Why?” Charlie barely managed to get the word out.


  Ruth spared her a quick glance. “Thayer.”


  A knock sounded at the door. Hope pulsed through Charlie. It had to be Liam. He’d save her. Ruth’s heels clacked against the tile.


  “Yes?” she called sweetly.


  A man’s voice replied, muffled through the door.


  Charlie blinked and, when she opened her eyes, the waiter stared down at her.


  “Ples … hep …” Her tongue felt like it had swollen in her mouth, making coherent speech impossible. The waiter stooped down and grabbed her. His hands cut into her arms, drawing a whimper from her throat. He tossed her over his shoulder and walked out of the bathroom.


  Upside down, Charlie watched as she was carried through the kitchen and into an alley. Just before the man tossed her in the back seat of a black SUV, she spotted a figure in the shadows at the edge of her vision. Liam. She tried to call for help but her mouth had turned to mush.


  The shadows engulfed Liam and snaked toward her. They pressed in around her, suffocating her. A pair of glowing red eyes stared down at her.


  “I always win,” Richard’s voice hissed in her ear.


  Gunshots split the night.


  Chapter Thirty-Two


  Once again, Nemo found himself in the conference room surrounded by screens. This time, only one face looked back at him. Even on the screen, Thayer’s blue eyes burned with frustration.


  “Are you sure Charlotte’s safe?” Thayer frowned. “Liam said she was drinking pretty heavily and now I can’t reach either of them.”


  “Thayer, you have nothing to worry about. Like you told me, she went out with Ruth and wisely took Liam with her.” Nemo kept himself from accusing Thayer of overreacting.


  “What if something happened to Liam? There’s no one else watching her tonight.”


  “I trust him and I trust the men I have monitoring her chip. She’ll be fine,” Nemo reassured.


  Thayer’s jaw tensed in annoyance. “I trust your men, but something doesn’t feel right. All I’m asking is that you send someone to check on them.” He paused before adding, “She’s an asset. We need to be careful.”


  “Don’t worry, I have every—”


  Owen barged in, cutting Nemo off mid-sentence.


  “We hacked into Grey Technology’s mainframe,” he blurted.


  The declaration was like ice water being poured over his head. As calmly as he could, Nemo spoke to Thayer. “I need to handle this. I’ll call you back.” Without giving Thayer a chance to reply, he ended the call.


  Nemo turned his chair to face Owen. “What do you mean we’ve hacked into the mainframe?” He sat up straighter. The monitor behind him pinged with an incoming call. He ignored it.


  “I mean, the bug we loaded onto the girl’s chip worked. It allowed us to enter their system. We’re in!”


  Nemo’s stomach dropped. “Who’s been monitoring her?” I should have listened to Thayer.


  Owen looked uncomfortable. “No one.”


  “What?” Red tunneled Nemo’s vision, focusing in on Owen.


  “Liam checked in with us when Charlotte arrived at the restaurant.” The broad man shifted from foot to foot. “We figured she’d be fine with Liam there so the men took a few hours to sleep. They haven’t had a chance—”


  “And how long ago was that?”


  “Over two hours ago,” Owen admitted, not looking Nemo in the eye.


  Nemo exploded, fear fueling his anger. “And no one thought to inform me? No one thought that I should know that she wasn’t being watched?”


  “I’m sorry, sir,” Owen mumbled.


  “Do you realize how the program works? The one we loaded on her chip?” Owen shook his head. “She needs to be connected to Grey Technology’s mainframe.” Owen still wore a blank look. “She needs to be inside their building. She’s with her father!”


  “I thought that’s what you wanted. You said she needed to work with her father. She was bound to face him at some point.”


  Nemo jumped to his feet, pacing back and forth. How could this all have gone so wrong? “Yes, at some point. I didn’t mean to let her get captured so Richard could torture her.” Dread twisted his stomach into a knot at the thought. “I wanted her to work for his company. That way, the other employees would know her. That way, Richard would be forced to behave with her. Now there’s no one to keep him in line.”


  Understanding dawned on Owen’s face. “What do you want me to do?” he asked, frantic for some way to fix the situation.


  “Get someone to go through her chip’s records. We need to gather as much information as possible before our access to her is cut off.”


  Owen nodded. “Is there anything else?”


  Before Nemo could respond, his phone rang.


  “Yes,” he answered, dismissing Owen with a look.


  “What’s going on?” Thayer demanded on the other end.


  Nemo couldn’t avoid this conversation, no matter how much he wanted to. “Charlotte’s been taken.” He heard Thayer’s sharp intake of breath through the phone. He could almost feel the man’s rage radiating from the device.


  “How are we going to get her back?” Thayer spoke evenly, forcing himself to sound calm.


  “I have someone monitoring her right now.” Nemo avoided the question. The truth was, he didn’t know how they could get her back. He needed to think, to come up with a plan that wouldn’t put them all in danger.


  “That isn’t what I asked.” Anxiety and impatience broke through Thayer’s calm. “How are we getting her back?” Thayer bellowed.


  “We need to wait for the right time.” He spoke softly, wishing more than anything that they could just rush in and rescue her now.


  Thayer huffed angrily. “You don’t give a shit about her. All you care about is ruining her father.”


  “I care about her, even more than you.”


  “No. She’s just your asset, your pawn.” Thayer accused. “She’s my wife, Nemo. We need to get her back.:


  The anguish in the man’s voice sent chills down Nemo’s spine. He couldn’t believe how deeply Thayer had come to care for Charlotte in such a short amount of time. If he hadn’t witnessed it himself, he wouldn’t have believed it.


  “I know how you’re feeling, but—”


  “Don’t give me that bullshit!”


  Exhausted with this pointless argument, Nemo snapped. “I’ve been fighting this battle longer than you’ve been alive. If you think you can do better, go ahead.”


  Thayer persisted. “We can’t leave her there to rot.”


  “I won’t. I can’t,” Nemo vowed.


  “I wish I could believe you,” Thayer said wearily.


  “Believe it.” Nemo paused, debating how much he should say. But, the time had come. He couldn’t keep the secret forever. “She’s my family, and like you, I protect family.”


  Silence.


  “What did you say?” Thayer asked.


  “Charlotte is my niece,” answered Donovan Grey.”


  


  


  
    End of Book One
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