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        King Academy has fallen with its elite and I’m going to save them.

      

        

      
        All towns have sins, most hide them well, but King Town?

        The sins rule here.

        And they each have a name.

        Archer Knight, Romeo Navarre, and Declan Dauphin rule this little town. And I am theirs.

        Together, we have come up with a plan to make sure our throne never ends.

      

        

      
        My father has no idea what is coming next.

      

        

      
        Some say our story started with a fairytale but it will end in blood and crowns.

      

        

      
        Recommend for 18+ readers due to content. This is a full-length book and the first of five books in this series and a reverse harem romance which means the main characters has more than one love interest.
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        “Real is not Dreams, Dreams are not Real,

        Unless you find the fine line…and erase it”

        ― C. Elizabeth
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      “Good morning, wifey.”

      I open my eyes to see Lucas smiling down at me, leaning against the side of the bed like he owns the entire world. I feel like throwing up. It’s been a week since Lucas and I had exchanged vows, and I still am not used to being married to him. I didn’t think I ever would be. It wasn’t as though I’d done it because I wanted to. When you’re faced with a choice of get married or see your best friend butchered before your eyes, you say ‘I do,’ even while your heart screams I don’t!

      The only good thing so far was that Lucas had behaved like a perfect gentleman since he put a ring on my finger. He hasn’t even kissed me, other than an awkward peck on the lips once the priest declared us man and wife. Sure, we slept in the same bed and my father insisted on calling me Mrs Donatello every time we met, but for all intents and purposes, we might as well have been brother and sister for the lack of passion between us. Every time I see him, I only see them. The three kings who have my heart and nothing my father or Lucas can do will change that fact.

      I stretch out, trying to act all nonchalant when the reality is that the thought of walking back into that school a married woman makes me feel like I have heavy rocks at the bottom of my stomach. How am I meant to explain this to Declan? And what about Romy? Poor Romy will be heartbroken. Our engagement might have been one of convenience, but at least the two of us had feelings for each other. It wasn’t all fake.

      Archer would know about it by now. My father had kept Milly under lock and key since the wedding. He called it insurance in case I decided I wasn’t going to accept life as a married woman, but now we are going public with the news I’d married Lucas, he let Milly go home last night.

      I hope against hope she would be at school today. I am going to need a sympathetic face, but something tells me her family would insist she stay home to recover from her ordeal and I can’t blame them. The Knights had suffered enough thanks to my father.

      “It’s going to be okay, you know,” Lucas says. “I’ll be with you. I know you don’t think much of me right now, but I want to make this marriage work. It’s to both of our benefit if it does. It might be too much to ask for you to love me right now, but I think, no, I know that when you get to know me better, you’ll find I’m not a bad person and maybe you’ll change your mind.”

      “You keep telling yourself that,” I say, getting up and grabbing some clothes before going to the bathroom to brush my teeth. I lock the door behind me. This is the only privacy I ever get, so I take my sweet time getting ready.

      My father confiscated my phone, so I have had no contact with the outside world since my sham of a wedding ceremony. I can only imagine how many text messages Romy has sent me. The poor guy must be going out of his mind.

      If I’d been allowed to wear whatever I liked to school, I’d have picked all black clothes, a signal that I was in mourning for the life I should have had. As it is, I go for a Goth look with my makeup, going as over the top as I dared without risking being told to wash it off by Pilkington. I am not going to glam myself up for Lucas. Anyone watching me will know I am angry with the world and my father in particular.

      “Wow, Ivy.” Lucas does a double take when he sees me stride out of the bathroom. “I wouldn’t like to get in your way today. You look like someone seriously pissed you off.”

      “Someone did.” I give him a look, and he smirks.

      “Look, none of this is my fault,” he protests, holding his hands in the air. “I’ve told you that so many times I’m sick of hearing it. I’m as much a victim here as you are.”

      “You keep saying that, but I’ve yet to see any evidence of it,” I reply. “You’re still as buddy-buddy with my dad as always. The pair of you are up late talking every night, no doubt plotting your next move to take over this town. Well done on preventing a marriage to Romy Navarre which would have given me independence from my father, but would also have benefited House Archaic. I don’t know what you said to my father that persuaded him that a complete unknown was a better bet, but whatever it was, it must have been good. My father never does anything unless it benefits him. So, what was it, Lucas? What did you promise him? Or did you buy your way into my family?”

      “We ought to go to the dining room,” Lucas replies, sidestepping the question. “Your father wants us to have breakfast with him before we go to school.”

      “Probably wants to check I’m not wearing gloves to cover up my wedding ring,” I snipe, but I follow Lucas out of our suite and down to the dining room where we’ve been having meals with my father three times a day since the wedding. Most couples would have been on honeymoon this past week, but not us. My father said he was going to pay for us to go away on our first anniversary. Until then, he wants to ‘keep an eye on us’, presumably to make sure that I am behaving the way he wants. Lucas has the father-in-law from hell, but what my father doesn’t know is that I can be as stubborn as him and I am more than happy to wait for the perfect opportunity to get my revenge.

      He won’t know what hit him by the time I’m was done with him.

      “Ah, the happy couple.” My father beams at us as we walk into the dining room together. “So good to see you ready to announce your marriage to the world.”

      I scowl but say nothing as I cross over to my regular seat to the left of my father, Lucas coming to sit next to me. I bite down on my cheek as hard as I can to stop myself from screaming. The taste of my own blood settles me.

      “Let me see your hand, I want to make sure everyone can see your commitment to Lucas,” my father orders. Obediently, I hold out my left hand and he takes it, inspecting my engagement ring and wedding band. Even though Lucas and I hadn’t had time for an engagement, my father had insisted on supplying me with a ridiculously over the top diamond solitaire and matching platinum wedding ring which had been engraved with Lucas and my names.

      “Good.” My father nods, satisfied. “Be sure to show that to everyone you meet, particularly Archer Knight and Romeo Navarre. Let no one say that your new husband doesn’t know how to treat a lady. And while you’re at it, be sure to mention how in love the two of you are. By the end of the day, no one at the Academy should be in any doubt that you are serious about this marriage and being with Lucas. I do not want to hear any rumours about you and Romeo rekindling your affections behind Lucas’s back-–nor do I want to be told that Archer is using you to get to me. Are we clear?”

      “Clear,” I mutter.

      A maid comes and places a plate with a selection of Danish pastries in front of me as well as a large bowl of fresh fruit salad with a dollop of plain yogurt on the top, exactly how I like it. I have no appetite-–hadn’t wanted to eat since the wedding-–but I know my father would be displeased if I didn’t finish everything in front of me, so I force it down, every bite turning to ashes in my mouth.

      “Now then,” my father comments. “I want you both to come straight home after school today. Ivy, I’m sure you’ll have a lot of catching up to do with all the classes you missed. Your work has never been exemplary other than for music. Need I remind you that I allowed you to take that class on the condition you maintained a certain standard in your other subjects? I know you were able to scrape by the assessments on your return to the Academy, but you and I both know that if you do not remain diligent in your work, you’ll soon slip behind your peers, which will not do. You’ve missed enough school this year without having to lose another week.”

      And whose fault is that?

      I know better than to openly criticise my father, so I say nothing.

      “Lucas,” my father continues, “I want you to come see me as soon as you return home. We have a few matters to discuss after you’ve assessed the situation at the Academy. Of course, I know there’s no need to worry about your grades. There’s no doubt who has the brains in your relationship.”

      I narrow my eyes and bite harder on my cheek. If I’d been allowed to take the subjects I’d chosen, I’d be acing them. It isn’t my fault I was being forced into doing something which didn’t suit my skills and interests.

      I force down the last of my fruit while Lucas finishes his bacon. He starts every day with a full English. He must have hollow legs to eat all that food and still be as skinny as he is, but I take a small satisfaction from thinking about the damage it is doing to his arteries in the long term. If I can’t figure a way out of my sham of a marriage, maybe I’d get lucky and he’d keel over from a heart attack in his forties.

      “I guess it’s time for us to head off to the Academy.” Lucas takes my hand and squeezes it, smiling at me. “Excited?”

      “Yeah. I can’t wait to show everyone my new bling.” I fight hard to keep the sarcasm out of my voice.

      “Have fun, you two!” My father waves as Lucas and I leave the dining room and go out to the car, our school bags already packed, sitting on the back seat ready for us.

      Perfect for a trip to hell. Or in other words, King Academy.
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        * * *

      

      Lucas and I stood at the bottom of the stairs leading up to the Academy. He reached out and took my hand, and for once I didn’t pull away.

      “It’s going to be all right, you know,” he tells me. “Once the excitement over our wedding dies down, nobody will care about us. Today’s news is tomorrow’s chip wrappings, as they say. I know you’re nervous, but it’s going to be all right. Romy will understand. He knows how the politics of this place works. Love doesn’t enter into the equation when you’re heir to a House. He’ll be happy for you. You wait and see.”

      I smile weakly, wishing I could share his optimism. I knew what things had been like between Romy and me. He isn’t going to take this lying down.

      “Come on.” Lucas nods in the direction of the school. “The bell for first period is going to go in a minute. We might as well go up and hit the common room first. That way we can make sure as many people know as possible. After that, the rumour mill will spread the word way faster than we’ll be able to.”

      “Okay.”

      I keep holding Lucas’s hand as we walk up the stairs and into the entrance hall of the Academy.

      “There they are.”

      I look over to the stairs leading up to the first floor. Romy, Archer, and Declan are standing by the bottom step, waiting for us. The three kings of the academy and each one of them look ready to kill.

      And for some reason, it makes my heart pound that much more.

      “Ivy!” Romy walks to me, but Lucas moves in front, stopping him from getting closer.

      “Stay away from my wife if you know what’s good for you,” Lucas coldly warns.

      “So it’s true?” Romy looks at me, his face twisted with hurt and pain but mostly anger. So much anger. And it hurts me to see any of it. I never wanted to hurt him, I just pushed him away because I thought it was the best thing to do, but the truth of it is, I am in love with him. So in love with him. I just wish this wasn’t the moment I realised my heart belongs to the kings of the academy.

      I can’t speak. I can’t say a word as I move to Lucas’ side and Lucas grabs my hand, showing off my ring.

      Archer swears, his gaze flickering between me and Lucas. “I don’t know how you managed it, but I know you don’t love him.”

      Archer moves right into Lucas’ face, basically spitting his words out. “How can you sleep at night?”

      “Very well, thanks, with my beautiful wife to keep me warm.” Lucas puts his arm around my waist and pulls me to him. I stand there limply, not knowing what to say, and I hate that this has made me so weak.

      How can I fight my dad? How can I have the men I love in my life?

      Either way, this all ends in heartbreak and I can’t have my heart broken anymore.

      “Can’t you see she’s not happy?” Declan asks, his hands shaking with anger.

      “Who, Ivy?” Lucas kisses me on the top of the hand he is still tightly holding. “She’s head over heels in love, aren’t you?”

      “Yes,” I bite out.

      “All right. That’s enough,” Archer says. “Ivy, you need to apply for an annulment. There’s no way this sham of a marriage can be allowed to continue. Milly will sign an affidavit to say you got married under duress and this can be undone in no time. I’ll give you the money for court fees. You’ll be free to marry whoever you want. Romy. Me… it doesn’t matter. You’re our girl.”

      My heart feels like it is shattering into a million pieces at the intense look in his eyes. I’d love nothing more than to take him up on his offer, but I know my father would never let me get away with something like that. He’d threatened to kill Milly, and I hadn’t doubted he would have carried through with it if I hadn’t done what he wanted. I don’t like to think what he’d do if I divorced Lucas to go off with someone else. Probably burn the whole town down.

      “Back off. Ivy’s married to me, so you’re going to have to get used to it, because we’re in it for life.” Lucas pushes Archer in the middle of his chest to emphasise his point. Big mistake.

      Archer doesn’t budge an inch, so Lucas shoves him again with both hands this time. Archer doesn’t even stumble as he pulls back his fist and punches Lucas in the face. I fall to the side as they start fighting and I crawl to my feet.

      “Lucas! Archer! No!” I try to pull Lucas away, but he easily shakes me off.

      “Leave them to it.” Declan takes me to one side, safely away from the fight. “You’ve got to understand that we’re all really upset about what’s happened.”

      “But we’ve got to do something!” I desperately want to go over and separate the boys, but Declan’s calming hand on my arm is enough to keep me away.

      “Believe me, you don’t want to get between those two,” Declan advises. “I don’t think Archer’s ever going to forgive Lucas for endangering Milly and that’s without him putting a ring on your finger. He’s been practically climbing the walls this last week, wanting to know what’s happened to his sister. There were all sorts of rumours flying around about where she was. The Knights were this close to putting together an army and going door to door in this town to find her. Then when she came home with the news that she’d been forced to witness your wedding to Lucas Donatello, well… This is exactly what he said he’d do.”

      I watch in horror as Archer lashes out at Lucas, raining down blows. Lucas is a good fighter but he has nothing on Archer. Archer is known for being a tough guy. Nobody messes with him. Not only does he spend hours in the gym, his father has made sure he’s been trained in multiple martial arts, so he knows how to take care of himself. But if he thought this was going to be an easy fight, he’s as surprised as the rest of us at Lucas’ ferocity. The man fights like someone possessed. He takes everything Archer throws at him and gives it back tenfold.

      “Somebody do something!” I cry out, unsure as to what exactly I wanted to see happen. I only know that someone has to stop this. As much as a small part of me is happy to see Lucas getting beaten on, I don’t like Archer being hurt.

      I meet Romy’s eyes over the fight, seeing him leaning against the lockers and I beg him to help without saying a word.

      Romy finally moves over to them. He grabs Lucas’ jacket and pulls him back, shoving him against a locker.

      “This has gone too far. If you want us to kill you, then we will, but not in front of her. What the fuck are you doing getting involved with Ivy’s dad? Or Ivy, for that matter?” He slams him one more time into the locker. “You know she is ours and we will never, ever let her go. You fucked up, Lucas.”

      “Fuck off,” he growls and punches Romy hard in the side of his face. Romy falls and Archer growls as he gets ready to attack Lucas again.

      “That’s enough! Break it up, you two, Break it up!”

      At last, Mr Pilkington appears. Without hesitation, he strides over to the two boys and somehow manages to get between them. Some sort of self-preservation kicked in, Lucas and Archer recognising that hitting the principal isn’t a good move and the two of them step back, panting.

      “Romy!” I run over when it’s safe, crouching down beside him. He is out cold.

      “Ms Andrews. Call an ambulance, please,” Mr Pilkington orders one of the staff members who’d come with him to break up the fight. She nods and pulls out her mobile, calling for one of the private ambulances which serviced the House hospital. “Now, would somebody care to tell me what’s going on here?”

      “I have no idea,” Lucas growls.

      “Yes, you do.” Archer reaches around Mr Pilkington and shoves Lucas, who pushes back.

      “I said, that’s e-nough. Don’t make me get the guards to restrain you.”

      Lucas and Archer keep their focus on each other, but they put down their hands, releasing their fists. Now that the fight is over, I can see that they’d both hurt each other. Archer is going to have a black eye, and Lucas is holding his left arm awkwardly.

      “Mr Donatello. Tell me your version of what’s just happened.”

      “Archer is jealous of the fact I married Ivy. He wouldn’t leave my wife alone, so I had to defend her.”

      “Ah yes. I hear congratulations are in order.” Mr Pilkington nods briefly in my direction. Was it my imagination, or did I detect a faint hint of disapproval? “And Mr Knight. What do you claim happened?”

      “Lucas pushed me,” Archer smoothly replies. “He thinks he’s something just because he blackmailed Ivy into marrying him. I couldn’t let him dishonour House Knight like that.”

      “You don’t need me to dishonour the Knights,” Lucas counters. “You can do that all by yourself.”

      “All right, all right.” Mr Pilkington put his arms out to keep the pair of them apart. “I’ve heard enough. House politics are for you to figure out between you-–without using your fists. You know our school policy on violence. The pair of you are suspended for the rest of the week. I want you to go to the hospital to get yourselves checked out. Make sure you haven’t done any serious damage to each other while you’re under my watch. I’ll phone your parents to let them know the situation. Once the doctor signs you off, you’ll be sent straight home. Now sit down over there and wait for the ambulance.”

      Lucas and Archer stride over to a bench down one side of the room and sit on opposite ends, casting filthy looks at each other. Mr Pilkington comes over to me to check on Romy, who’d just woken up.

      “How are you doing, Mr Navarre?” he asks.

      “What happened?” Romy struggles to pull himself up, the movement clearly hurting his head, so he falls back down again. I kneel down, gently supporting him. Putting his head in my lap, I stroke his hair, wishing I could do something more productive to help.

      “Someone hit you and you fell over. You must have banged your head,” I tell him. “You’ve been unconscious for a couple of minutes.”

      “There’s an ambulance on the way,” Mr Pilkington says. “Stay where you are until they get here.”

      Ms Andrews comes over with a blanket and drapes it over Romy, who closes his eyes.

      “All right, you lot.” Mr Pilkington addresses the crowd of students who’ve gathered round to watch the drama. “Move along now. You’re late for class. Stick around here and I’ll be giving detentions to each and every one of you.”

      There’s a lot of grumbling and muttering as the students disperse to go off to their lessons. I stay where I am, worried about Romy.

      “You can go in the ambulance with him if you like,” offers Mr Pilkington gently. “I can imagine how you must be feeling right now. You’ve been through a lot this past week or so.”

      “That’s one way of putting it,” I mutter.

      A siren can be heard wailing in the distance, getting louder and louder. Not longer after, a few paramedics come rushing through the Academy doors.

      They worked efficiently, clearly used to cleaning up clashes between the Houses and knowing that there is more than their jobs on the line if anything happened to one of the heirs. As they bundle Romy onto a stretcher to get him into the ambulance, Romy’s eyes open. He reaches out towards me.

      “I love you, Ivy, and I will save you.”

      He passes out before I can reply. Before I can tell him I love him too.
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      I ride to the hospital with Archer; Romy and Lucas both in their own ambulances. I wanted to go with Romy, but he needed urgent medical care and they told me to stay out of the way. I know I should have gone with Lucas. As his wife, I am his next of kin so I should have stayed with him, but I just didn’t want to be around him. If he’d hurt Romy, I don’t care if we are married. I’ll kill him myself.

      When we arrive at the hospital, we are ushered into separate rooms to wait for a doctor to come and check the boys out. Archer and I are alone for the first time in over a week and I want to make the most of it.

      “So…” I say.

      “So…” Archer can’t even look me in the eye.

      “I am so sorry.” I can’t think of what else to say.

      “Why? It’s not your fault your father is an overbearing, controlling megalomaniac.” Archer shrugs, but I still feel like I was to blame. “As long as you don’t actually love him, we can fix this.”

      “You have no idea how bad I feel about all of this,” I tell him. “I was being forced into marrying Romy, but at least I liked him and his parents didn’t have to threaten anyone to get me to agree.”

      “No, they just threatened you,” Archer points out. “Be honest, Ivy. You wouldn’t be marrying anyone right now if we didn’t have parents who like to control every aspect of our lives.”

      “I guess not.” I sigh.

      “Have you slept with him?” The question caught me off guard.

      “Who? Lucas?”

      Archer nods.

      “No.”

      Archer visibly relaxes with relief.

      “I know you all hate Lucas,” I say. “But he’s not too bad when you get to know him. He’s been a perfect gentleman. He hasn’t even laid a finger on me, even though we’re sleeping in the same bed. We have to,” I add quickly, seeing Archer’s face darken. “My father told us that this is to be a real marriage, and he’s forced us to share a room. I wouldn’t put it past him to do something really messed up and spy on us to make sure we’re sharing a bed. It’s not something worth making a big deal about when Lucas is willing to keep his hands to himself.”

      “But for how long?” Archer clenches his fist, clearly still filled with anger. “Ivy, no man could sleep beside you and be happy with just sleeping. You need to watch yourself with Lucas. He’s not like the rest of us. He’s not one of the Houses. He’s got his own agenda and none of us know what that is. My father’s spies have been trying to find out information on him, but the man’s like a ghost. Nobody has a clue where he’s come from or what his motivation for being here might be. He’s going to find a way to get whatever it is he wants from you, and you won’t know you’ve been played until it’s too late. If he takes you from me, really takes you, I don’t know what I’ll do.”

      There is no way of reassuring him with words, so I did the only thing I could think of. I kissed him, slow and deep.

      “Lucas can’t take me away from you,” I whisper, as we pull apart. “My father’s the one you need to be wary of.”

      Archer shakes his head. “You’re wrong. I know all about your father and the kind of games he plays. We all do. He’s a known quantity and my family has measures in place to make sure he doesn’t overstep his bounds. But Lucas? None of us know anything about him, what he’s capable of, the kinds of resources he has to hand.”

      “But Lucas is still at school,” I protest. “How much of a threat can he really be?”

      “Never judge by appearances,” Archer says. “I’d have thought you’d have learnt that by now. Someone needs to put Lucas in his place, and I’m more than happy to be the one to do it.”

      “Are you sure that’s such a good idea?” I gently run my hand over the bruising surrounding Archer’s eye and he winces. “Maybe the two of you should talk. I know, I know. That’s a very strange thing to do in this place. Talk instead of fight. But perhaps it’s time to try a new way.”

      Archer reaches up and takes my hand in his. He is about to say something, but the door opens and Lucas strides in. I move to pull away from Archer, but he grips my hand tightly, sending a message to Lucas.

      Lucas narrows his eyes. “Come on, Ivy. It’s time to go home.”

      “She’s staying with me,” Archer replies. “Try and take her from me. See what happens.”

      “Is that right?” Lucas smirks, tilting his head to one side. “Ivy, while I appreciate you may have fooled around before we met, it’s time to put those attachments aside. You made a commitment to me, to our marriage. Do you really want me to tell your father what you’ve been doing with him? Are you willing to see how far your dad would go to make sure you had no one but me left in your life? Stop playing princess, Ivy. We have a kingdom to rule and you belong at my side.”

      “This isn’t your kingdom, Lucas,” Archer growls out.

      “Let me go, Archer.” I have to leave with Lucas. I don’t know what my father would do if Lucas told him I’d chosen Archer over my husband, but I know it won’t be good. I am going to have to tread carefully around the boys if I want to keep Lucas-–and my father-–happy.

      Archer squeezes my hand one last time, his eyes on mine, and I know he understands. This isn’t the time or the place to stand our ground. The fight isn’t over…it’s just beginning. He slowly lets me go and my heart hurts the moment we aren’t touching anymore. Lucas grabs my arm and roughly pulls me out of the room.

      “What do you think you were doing in there?” he hisses. “Have you forgotten your wedding vows already? It’s not just your life on the line here.”

      “You and I both know I said those words under duress,” I remind him. “How valid can they really be?”

      “As valid as Solomon wants them to be,” Lucas replies. “This marriage is important to him. It’s important to me. We need to make this work. Look, Ivy. You know I’m a reasonable guy. I’ve slept next to you and respected you all that time. I’ve never done anything you didn’t want me to, and I never will. But you’re going to have to accept the fact that this is for the long term and we need to make the best of it. Your father wouldn’t like it if you cheated on me and neither would I. Yes, we barely know each other, but from what I’ve seen of you, I admire and respect. You’re intelligent, feisty, strong willed, just the kind of woman who’d challenge me for the rest of my life and I love that. I want to love you. If you’ll let me. Give our relationship a chance. You never know what it might become if we both work at it. Can’t you say you’ll at least try?”

      I don’t want to. I don’t see how anyone forced into getting married could fall in love with their spouse. But there was a twisted kind of logic to what Lucas was saying. While my father is head of House Archaic, he could make life very unpleasant for me if I didn’t fall in line. It did make sense to at least pretend to be happily married.

      And if I want to see any of the boys, I am going to have to be a lot more discrete in how I go about it.

      Screw being the princess of this kingdom, I’m the damn queen and I’m going to make my own happily ever after.

      Lucas and my father be damned.

      
        
        🙞🙜

      

      

      Isabella waits for us when we arrive home. “Your father wants to see you in his study.”

      Lucas and I exchange glances. A summons from my father was never good news, and as we walk into his study, the look on his face tells us that he is not happy.

      “First day back at the Academy and you couldn’t stay out of trouble for five minutes.”

      “I’m sorry, Solomon.” Lucas spreads his hands in a placating gesture. “It was a misunderstanding.”

      “No, I don’t think it was.” Solomon gets up from behind his desk and walks round to stand in front of us. “I’ve read the witness reports, and it’s very clear that Ivy’s been a busy girl. It would appear that not only did you manage to persuade the Navarres to protect you with that fake engagement to Romy—”

      “It wasn’t a fake engagement!” I protest. “Unlike this marriage.”

      “Do not interrupt me.” My father’s eyes flash with anger. “Do not ever interrupt me. That engagement was never going to end in a wedding. Your marriage will last for as long as you both live-–assuming you don’t have an accident if you persist with your willful disobedience.”

      “You wouldn’t!” I gasp. “I’m your only heir.”

      “Don’t test me,” my father warns. “You’ll discover that there’s nothing I wouldn’t do if I had to. And while you are more useful to me alive than dead, circumstances change and there’s always more than one way to get what you want. Do you understand?”

      “I understand.” I speak through gritted teeth, but it’s enough to satisfy him.

      “So, as I was saying before I was so rudely interrupted, not only did you manage to manoeuvre yourself into an engagement with House Navarre, which was a rather bold move on your part, you’ve been developing connections with House Knight and House Dauphin.”

      “Declan’s just my writing partner,” I say.

      “Now, now, Ivy.” My father tuts. “You and I both know that’s not true. You and Declan have a very… special connection.”

      I pale. How on earth had my father found out about me and Declan? Nobody knew about our times together.

      “I commend you for your forward thinking,” he continues. “It was very sensible of you to build alliances with the other Houses to keep your options open. But now you have only one option open to you: Lucas. He is your husband and you will be a faithful wife to him.”

      “Or what?”

      The blow comes without warning, a slap to the side of the head which sends me sprawling. I cry out in pain, putting a hand to the side of my head where my father had hit me.

      “Some women need firm discipline,” he snarls, and the evil side of my father I hate to see comes out in full. I don’t know how I am related to this monster. “Your mother was just the same. They won’t listen to reason, so you have to make sure they get the message another way. You are to stay away from those boys. Do you understand me?”

      “You really think you can beat me into doing what you want?” I know talking back to him is dangerous, but I don’t care. He might have a temper, but I am my father’s daughter. I am going to get back at him for this.

      “I can have a darned good go.” My father raises his arm to hit me again, but Lucas catches it.

      “That’s enough!” he snarls. “You’ve gone too far. Ivy might be your daughter, but she’s my wife and nobody lays a finger on her. Do you understand me?”

      For a moment I think my father will hit him as well, but to my surprise, he lowers his arm, nodding.

      “You’re right,” he says. “Ivy is your wife, and it’s up to you to keep her in line. But I warn you now-–do not let her make a fool of you with those other boys. A bit of fun is fine while you’re young, but as a married couple, a married Archaic couple, you both have an image to uphold. If I hear you’re allowing her to do anything to bring our name into disrepute, I will be holding you responsible for any consequences arising from that. Do I make myself clear?”

      “Yes, sir.” Lucas nods.

      He comes over and reaches out his hand to help me up. I take it, never taking my eyes off my father as Lucas puts his arm around me in a reassuring hug.

      “Now,” my father went on as if nothing happened. “It’s the King Town annual ball this weekend. You will both be attending and as your first major event as a married couple it is important you make the right impression. Ivy, this is your opportunity to prove you are a true Archaic. You have an uphill battle given your recent behaviour, so don’t let me down.”

      “Don’t worry. I won’t,” I snap. I’ll just stab you in the back the first second I get.
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      Safely back in our rooms, Lucas turns to me, a worried look on his face. He brushes my hair out of my face, wanting to get a good look at where my father had hit me.

      “Are you okay? Ivy, I’m so, so sorry. I had no idea he was going to do that.”

      “I know.” I wave him away. His fussing irritates me. “And I’m fine. You don’t need to stress about me. I can take care of myself.”

      “But you don’t have to.” Exasperated, Lucas runs a hand through his hair. “That’s the whole point. That’s what I’ve been trying to get through to you. You’re not on your own anymore. You can rely on me. I’ll look after you.”

      “You just don’t get it, do you?” I shake my head. “I don’t want or need you to look after me. I was never one of those girls who imagined a white wedding, a prince swooping in to rescue her from her life. I saw what my mother was like after she left my father. I swore I would never let a man affect me like that. If I can’t stand on my own two feet without a man propping me up, then I’m a pretty sorry excuse for a woman. So if you’re serious about making this marriage work, you’ve got to start giving me some space to make my own decisions.”

      “But what about—”

      “My father?” I humourlessly laugh. “Don’t worry about him. I know how to keep up appearances. Years of sneaking out of foster homes taught me a lot about leading a double life. I’ll make sure he has the good little Archaic girl he wants me to be. But he doesn’t get to control me, and neither do you. I’m going to do what I want and you can either support me in that as the husband you claim you want to be, or you can go telling tales to my father, in which case I’ll know you’re the spineless wonder the boys say you are. It’s your choice. Now I’m going to take a shower. It’s been a long day.”

      Lucas leaves me alone as I head off to the bathroom. I turn the water up as hot as I can take it and stand under it without washing. Letting the water cascade over me in a vain attempt to stop my mind racing at a thousand miles a minute.

      It never gets any easier. It seems that everyone is determined to make my life as complicated as possible.

      After the water begins to cool, I pick up the soap and scrub myself down. Sometimes it feels like a shower is the only time where I get any privacy…room to think. Shutting off the water, I put my PJs on. It’s still early, but it has been a long day and I want nothing more than to flop into bed and binge some Netflix.

      “You okay?” asks Lucas, who is already stretched out on the bed. “Want me to get some food brought up?”

      “No.” I sigh. “I’m not hungry. You get something if you want.”

      “No, I’m fine. Besides, it would be rude to eat in front of you if you’re not having anything.” He pats the bed beside him. Even sitting next to him feels like a betrayal. However, he did protect me and a part of me knows he isn’t the bad guy.

      “Anything in particular you want to watch?” Lucas asks. “There’s a new game show where people have to figure out a way round a maze while dressed up like rats.  Looks silly but fun. Or we can check out that zombie survival drama if you like.”

      “I don’t mind. Whatever you want.”

      Lucas points the remote at the TV mounted opposite our bed and flicks through Netflix to find Where’s My Cheese? The game show is as daft as it sounds, and just what I need to take my mind off everything that has happened.

      After a few episodes, Lucas puts on a thriller. I’ve seen it before, so I close my eyes, listening to the sounds of a father desperately trying to rescue his kidnapped daughter before time runs out and her attackers kill her. If only my father would do something like that for me. My life would be so different.

      I’m so comfortable I end up drifting off to sleep out, worn out and exhausted.

      
        
        🙜🙞

      

      

      When I wake up, it is dark and Lucas is asleep, the movie long since over. I throw on a pair of black jeans and a black polo neck jumper. I pull on a black beanie and carefully make my way across the room.

      “Where are you going?” Lucas sits up in bed and I nearly scream.

      “I just need some fresh air,” I lie.

      “Do you want some company?”

      “No. I need some time out if that’s okay.”

      “Sure.” Lucas lays back down and rolls away from me. “Don’t let the guards catch you and be back before sunrise.”

      I should have known he’d guess what I was up to. Still, it is sweet of him to let me go without making a big deal about it.

      There are no bars on the windows of our apartment. Unlike when I lived here before, I assumed my father trusts Lucas to make sure I ‘behave.’ The window slides open quietly and easily, and I shimmy down the drainpipe to the ground floor. Staying close to the building, I make my way round to the back where the cars are kept. This is the most dangerous part of the building-–there are more cameras because of the many expensive cars my father keeps in his garage. But if you know where they are, which I do, it’s easy to stay out of their line of sight until you get to the other side. From there it is  a straightforward run to Romy’s.

      I debate calling a cab, but decide it isn’t worth the risk of word getting back to my father that I’ve gone over to the Navarres. Instead, I jog, making sure to keep to the shadows and backstreets so no one would see me. Fortunately, there is no one around at this time of night, so it isn’t long before I am at the outskirts of Romy’s estate.

      Romy has taken me round his estate many times when I lived there, so I knew the places where he and his siblings used to sneak out at night when they were younger. It was an open secret between them and the guards, and everyone turned a blind eye as long as no one got into serious trouble.

      I find the tree with low-hanging branches that Romy said was his favourite for getting in and out of the estate and start climbing. It is easy to get up with many strong, low branches which can support my weight. Romy says his dad kept threatening to cut them but he never did, another sign that he was more than aware of what his children were doing.

      Once I am in the grounds, it is a little harder to evade detection. Romy’s parents don’t have my father’s arrogance, so they have more guards and the patrols are set at random intervals so you never know when someone will be coming your way. Still, Romy had shown me a route which leads to his side of the house with plenty of places to duck and hide if a guard was coming. I thought one might have caught sight of me, but if he had, he let me go on my way, presumably because he remembers who I am and what I mean to Romy.

      At last, I am standing on the ground beneath Romy’s window.

      “Romy! Hey, Romy!” I hiss, not wanting to call out too loudly in case I attract attention. Of course, it means that the chances of Romy actually hearing me are a lot lower that way, so I pick up a handful of gravel and throw it up at the window.

      “What?” Romy snaps as he opens the window, but his bad mood melts away when he sees me standing there. “Ivy! What are you—? Don’t worry. Tell me when you get up here.”

      He moves away from the window, and a moment later a rope ladder comes winding down for me. All the rooms on the first floor and above have one in case of a fire or an enemy attack so the family could escape to safety.

      Romy helps me over the windowsill and into his room. Once in his room, he pulls me into the tightest hug I’d ever had.

      “Ivy! Thank goodness you’re okay.” He takes my hand and leads me over to a couch where we sit down together.

      “I could say the same about you. What did the doctors say?”

      “I’ve got a mild concussion.” Romy shrugs. “They wanted to keep me in for observation, but I said I’d rather be home, so my dad’s hired a nurse to stay for a few days to make sure I’m okay.”

      “But you’re feeling okay?”

      “Yeah. I mean, my head’s a bit sore, but that’s to be expected. I’ll be fine. It’s a good excuse to take a few days off school. But what about you? How have you been? We were all so worried about you and when that fight blew up, I didn’t get a chance to talk to you and find out what happened.”

      “It’s pretty much as Milly says,” I told him. “My dad used her to force me to marry Lucas. Now he wants me and Lucas to be properly married, an actual couple for the rest of our lives.”

      “Are you kidding me? Is he serious?”

      “Deadly. And I mean that in every sense of the word.”

      “Oh, Ivy.” Romy pulls me to him and I lean my head against his shoulder. “I’m so sorry. For all of this. I can’t help but feel it’s partly my fault. If my dad hadn’t set up our engagement, your father probably wouldn’t have been in such a rush to get you married to Lucas.”

      “You shouldn’t blame yourself,” I reply. “We’re both victims of this messed up town. You did what you thought was best.”

      “Still. I feel responsible. And I promise I’ll find a way to get you out of this. I’ll save you, no matter what it takes.”

      I smile sadly, a single tear trickling down my cheek. “That’s sweet of you, but maybe this is how things are meant to be. There are plenty of other girls out there who’d love to be with you. You could marry one of Archer’s sisters, build an alliance with House Knight and form an unbeatable force to take down my father. I’m sure there are other women who’d be much better fits for your family’s ambition.”

      “Don’t you get it, Ivy?” Romy clenches and unclenches his fist, frustrated that there is nothing he can do. “It was never about ambition, not for me. I wanted to be with you. Selfishly, I went along with my father’s plan because it meant I could have you all to myself without worrying about you going off with Archer or Declan.”

      “Declan? Why would you worry about him?”

      “Ivy, everyone’s noticed the way you look at him. I know the pair of you think you’ve been discrete, but we all know there’s something going on between you, and that’s okay. You’re entitled to be with whoever you like. I’m not the jealous type. I believe that if you love someone, you want them to be happy and if he makes you happy, I don’t mind you spending time with him-–or Archer, for that matter. All I’ve ever wanted is for you to be happy and safe. And now it looks like I’ve screwed up the possibility of that ever happening.”

      He sighs heavily. I hate seeing him so miserable. I take his face between my hands and turn him to look at me, kissing him deeply.

      “No, you haven’t. I’m here now, aren’t I? I’m happy with you. We have some time to be together.”

      “It won’t be enough, though,” says Romy. “It’ll never be enough.”

      “So we better make the most of it while we can then, hadn’t we?”

      I reach up to his shoulder and give it a gentle massage. Romy closes his eyes and inhales deeply, slowly releasing his breath.

      “That’s good,” he says. “But I feel like it ought to be me reassuring you. Turn around.”

      I smile and do as he says, swivelling around on the couch so he can work on me. He kneads my shoulders and I throw my head back, loving the way he knows his way around my body.

      “No, this isn’t going to work.” I frown as Romy takes his hands away, but I smile again when I realise what he has in mind. Romy pulls off my top. I hadn’t bothered to put on a bra, wanting to get out as quickly as possible. His hands run down my back, his touch giving me goosebumps.

      I’m practically purring like a kitten as Romy’s hands find their way to my front. I lean into him, closing my eyes. He cups my breasts and starts playing with them, tweaking and pulling at my nipples. I reach behind me and grab a handful of his hair, loving the feel of it between my fingers as he nuzzles my neck.

      One of Romy’s hands works its way down my body, sliding beneath my waistband to tease me with the promise of delights to come. I reach down to undo my zipper, but Romy gently pushes my hands away, undoing my button and pulling down the zipper for me.

      I stand and slowly slide down my trousers, looking over my shoulder with a sly grin at Romy as I step out of my jeans to reveal lacy underwear. I slip out of them, turning around to stand before Romy completely naked. I can see his erection straining against his trousers.

      Romy reaches out and grabs me by the hips, pulling me closer to him. He looks up at me as he puts his hand between my legs and caresses my clit with his thumb. My legs tremble, and I put my hands on top of his head to keep my balance as he inserts a couple fingers inside me while his thumb rubs against my clit in slow, tantalising circles.

      I close my eyes, losing myself in the moment as Romy’s fingers thrust deep inside me, hitting the perfect spot every time to send me closer and closer to the edge until finally, I come with an orgasm that makes me want to scream. I stuff my hand in my mouth to stifle my cries as Romy continues to touch me, wanting to make sure I enjoy every last second of what he is doing. My legs buckle under me and Romy finally pulls his hand away to catch me. I fall into his lap, both of us laughing.

      “See?” I say. “You know exactly how to make me feel better.”

      I kiss him, and Romy runs his hands all over my body. Despite the intensity of my orgasm, my body responds to him as if it were the first time.

      He twists around, placing me on the couch. He spreads my legs wide. I lay back, feeling utterly wanton and loving it. He kneels in front of me and lowers his face between my legs. I let my legs rest over his shoulders as he licks me.

      If I wasn’t wet before, I am absolutely dripping now as he tortures me with his tongue. I am still sensitive from coming, too sensitive to have another orgasm like this, but that’s what makes it such an exquisite pleasure. Romy keeps me on the edge, teasing my swollen clit with gentle loving, leaving me breathless.

      At last, I can’t take it anymore. I unlock my legs from around his neck and push him away.

      He looks up at me quizzically as I gesture to him to take my place, incapable of speech just yet.

      It’s my turn to get on my knees, and I took him in my mouth. He groans as I put my hands underneath his buttocks, encouraging him to thrust into my mouth as my head bobs up and down, loving the way he fills me so completely.

      “You better stop or I’m going to come,” Romy warns, pulling away from me.

      I nod, needing him inside me before we are both spent.

      He helps me to my feet, taking me in his arms for a tender embrace. We stand there, simply enjoying being together for a while. This feels good. It feels right. Romy holds a piece of my heart in his hands, and I don’t think I’ll ever get it back.

      “Do you want me to take you from behind?” Romy murmurs in my ear and I can feel my pussy clenching at the thought.

      I bite my lip, nodding. Romy takes my hand and leads me over to the end of the couch, leaning me over the arm so I am supported with my butt in the air. He enters me cleanly with one deep thrust. I am so wet he easily slips into me. We fit together as if we were made for each other. He pounds into me faster and harder, making me moan. We are both panting as he reaches beneath me, stroking my clit while he maintains his momentum.

      I don’t think I will  be able to come again tonight. I’m wrong. I feel myself building towards another orgasm, even more overwhelming than the first. Romy moves his hand to grip my hips as his movements become more frantic.

      I come before him, but he quickly follows, collapsing on top of me as he finally finds his release.

      We stay where we are for a moment, his weight on top of me a comfort.

      There’s a knock at the door.

      “Romy?”

      “Shit! It’s the nurse!” hisses Romy, pulling out of me. “Quick-–hide in the bathroom.”

      Trying to stifle our giggles, we hurry around, scooping discarded clothes off the floor before I run into the bathroom and Romy pulls on a robe. I listen at the door as he lets the nurse in.

      “Are you okay?” I hear her say. “You look a little flushed.”

      “Err… yeah,” Romy replies. “I was asleep, and I fell out of bed when I heard you knock.”

      “Oh dear. You haven’t hurt yourself, have you?”

      Careful not to make any noise, I get dressed as the nurse guides Romy back to bed to check him over. When she is satisfied, she leaves him, promising to be back in another few hours.

      “That was close,” I say when Romy opens the bathroom door. “Do you think she suspected?”

      “Possibly.” Romy shrugs. “But staff here know to be discrete. As long as my health doesn’t suffer it’s not a problem if I have a girl visiting me for a little TLC.”

      “I think we both had some TLC,” I say. “I know I certainly needed that.”

      “Good. I’m glad I was able to help you feel better.” He smiles sadly. “I meant it, you know. I fully intend to find a way to save you from your father and your husband. I don’t know what I’m going to do, but I’ll figure something out. One way or another, I’m going to set you free because I love you.”

      “I love you, too,” I admit, knowing this is the first time I’ve really said it to him. His eyes widen before he kisses me and we both know whatever happens, we are going to fight for each other.
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      The skies are getting lighter in the east as I finally climb back through the window to the rooms I share with Lucas.

      “Ivy!” He rushes over to help me into the room. “I thought you were gone for good. I was trying to figure out what I was going to say to your father to explain your disappearance. I think he would have killed me-–and that’s not a figure of speech.”

      “Sorry, Lucas. I didn’t mean to worry you.” As I say it, I realise it was true. I thought I didn’t care about Lucas and while it’s true I don’t feel about him the way I feel about Romy, Archer, and Declan, I certainly don’t want anything bad to happen to him. He’s been nothing but nice to me.

      “How was Romy? I shouldn’t have hit him that hard. I fucked up.”

      I blush. “How did you know I went to see him?”

      “I didn’t.” Lucas grins. “I do now though. So, how is he? That bump on the head do any permanent damage?”

      “No, he’s going to be fine.” More than fine.

      “Good. The last thing this town needs is even more conflict. Maybe now Archer’s got the urge to punch me out of his system we can work together to find a way forward. They’re going to have to accept our marriage sooner or later. I’d like to think we could eventually be friends.”

      “Mmm.” I keep my tone noncommittal, but somehow, I can’t see Archer ever being interested in befriending Lucas.

      “You know, when I agreed to move to King Town to support your father, I really hoped you’d want to get to know me. I was really looking forward to being a regular teenager for a while, doing things that normal people do. I wanted to compete in the races, go to parties, meet girls, just be normal. I should have known that wouldn’t happen. Like I would ever be that lucky.”

      “Sounds like there’s a history there.”

      “You could say that.” Lucas laughs bitterly. “My parents died in a car crash when I was three. I don’t remember anything about them, although sometimes when a certain song comes on the radio or I smell a particular perfume I have vague memories of feeling loved and protected. I grew up in foster care.”

      “Seriously?” I look at Lucas with a new respect. “I had no idea. I was in the system too. Fun, isn’t it?”

      “That’s one way of putting it,” Lucas agrees. “You’re part of a family, only not. I always got the impression that I was there under sufferance. The people I stayed with took me to classes with their own children where I got to sit on the side while they had fun. I was only little, but I remember always feeling like I was different, the odd one out.”

      “I know that feeling.”

      “It all changed when I was eight,” Lucas went on. “That’s when Penelope Donatello walked into my life. She was looking for a boy to adopt and I was exactly what she wanted. I looked like I could have been related to her, so she was able to claim I was her nephew, living with her after the tragic death of her sister. She made it very clear to me that I had to support her lies or I’d be sent straight back to the foster system. I might have been young, but I wasn’t stupid, so I went along with her story. Whenever people asked me about my mother, I started crying so I wouldn’t have to give out any details that could give away the lie and it wasn’t long before they learned not to ask.

      “They weren’t the only ones who learned not to ask questions. Penelope was rich. Very rich. We’re talking houses in Monaco, Bermuda, Nice. I had a private tutor as we travelled the world, staying in one exotic location after another.”

      “That sounds idyllic,” I say.

      “I know, right?” Lucas shakes his head. “Looks can be deceiving. As you’ve seen yourself, money doesn’t mean anything if the person who has it is evil, and that was Penelope. She was one of the nastiest people I’ve ever met. Maybe one day you’ll see the scars on my back from the beating she gave me because I got a merit in my piano exam. She told me that the Donatellos were known for excellence and if I didn’t get top marks in everything I did, she would leave a mark on my body for every grade I dropped. I’m sure you can imagine what my grades were like after that. It’s why I was able to breeze into the Academy and know that I’d be able to keep up with whatever classes you were in. I’m used to being the best at everything because I had no choice. Penelope had her standards and I wasn’t allowed to let them drop.”

      “That’s awful!” I gasp.

      “That was my life.” Lucas shrugs. “I was Penelope’s little fashion accessory, the one thing which demonstrated to the world that she was perfect. She couldn’t deal with the fact that she wasn’t capable of having children herself. She hated the idea that for all her ambition and money, she still couldn’t have everything, so she took her resentment out on me. It was like she desperately wanted me but she despised me because I reminded her that not even the great Penelope Donatello could conquer Nature.”

      “So what happened?” I ask. “Where’s Penelope now?”

      “Dead.” Lucas says it without feeling, but I was sure there was a world of conflicting emotions behind that reality. “She died a year ago after a long and painful battle with cancer, another fight she couldn’t win, although she threw everything she had into it. She paid for expensive consultants, alternative therapists, even bought a pharmaceutical cannabis company. If something was supposed to cure cancer, she knew about it, but nothing worked. I always thought that it was her passion for winning that made her live longer than the twelve months the doctors predicted. She spent three years trying to cure herself, but in the end, the cancer took her-–and it wasn’t pleasant. She left everything to me. I have more money than I know what to do with and it’s just as much yours as it is mine.”

      “I don’t want your money.” I shake my head.

      “I know,” says Lucas sadly. “I know you don’t want anything from me. But I hope that will change in time. What’s mine is yours.” He inhales deeply. “I know you might not believe me, but I wasn’t keen on this wedding either. I don’t need Archaic money.”

      “So, why did you go ahead with it?”

      “One of the conditions of Penelope’s will was that I marry someone who would help grow the family business,” Lucas says. “If I didn’t, I’d lose everything.”

      “So?” I ask. “It’s just money. If it were me, I wouldn’t want anything from someone who’d treated me like that. I tell you something for nothing-–I have absolutely no intention of picking up from where my father leaves off when he dies. I’ll give it all to charity. I don’t care.”

      “Don’t you think he knows that?” Lucas asks. “It’s one of the reasons why he approached me to marry you.”

      “Why would you care what happens to my father’s fortune?”

      “I don’t.” Lucas shrugs. “But I’m not like you. There’s no way I’m going back to the kind of life I had before Penelope adopted me. Money might not buy you happiness but it can certainly rent it for a while. Working with your father, I have the opportunity to build a business which can change the world. When your father asked me if I’d be willing to help him keep you safe from the other Houses and showed me your photo, I had no hesitation. With Penelope’s money and Solomon’s mentorship I can do something which will really make a difference in people’s lives and if that means I have to marry a beautiful woman to do it, I’m okay with that.”

      “Even if she’s marrying you against her will?”

      Lucas has nothing to say to that.

      I don’t know what to make of my new husband. He is such a curious mix of caring and cold. I love the idea of his doing something to help people, but can I believe he really means what he is saying? He could be lying, telling me what he thinks I want to hear to get me to fall for him.

      While Lucas is saying all the right things, there is no way I am going to trust him. Not now, and maybe not ever.
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      “Can you do me up, please?”

      Lucas comes over to help do up the ballgown Isabella had picked out for me. I wanted to go dress shopping myself, but my father wouldn’t let me. Yet another way he insisted on controlling every little aspect of my life.

      Still, Isabella has beautiful taste even if I hate the bitch. The black dress she picked out for me is tight at the waist and flows out into a full skirt, enhancing my figure in an hourglass shape. The corset top pushes my breasts up, giving me impressive cleavage. A delicate lace overlaid on the black silk gives the dress an intriguing look from all sides. It is easily one of the most beautiful dresses I’d ever seen, let alone worn.

      She also booked a professional makeup artist and a hairdresser to come and make me look my best for the ball. I prided myself on my makeup skills, but I had to admit that Nola really knew her stuff. Once she is done with me, I look like something out of Vogue. Once Becky finishes teasing my hair into an intricate updo, I can barely recognise myself.

      Lucas wolf whistles as I do a little turn for him, showing off my complete look.

      “You are stunning,” he tells me. “I’m going to be the envy of every man there. I’m so proud to call you my wife.”

      “Thanks. You don’t look so bad yourself.”

      And he doesn’t. Lucas is wearing the traditional James Bond tuxedo, and it really suits him. Some men are uncomfortable in formalwear, but not Lucas. The suit had been tailored for him and it makes him look sharp. But he isn’t them.

      “Are you ready, m’lady?” Lucas does a little bow, offering me his arm with a cheeky smile. I take it and let him lead me out of our suite and downstairs to my father’s study, where Isabella is helping him with his cufflinks.

      He smiles when he sees us. “Lucas. Ivy. Don’t you look elegant? You are truly doing House Archaic justice.”

      “You look pretty good yourself, Solomon,” Lucas answers.

      “How many times do I have to tell you, Lucas? Call me Dad.”

      “…Dad.” Lucas tightly replies and nods to hide his expression, but I see it.

      Isabella finishes with my father’s cufflinks and steps away from him. “There you go, Solomon. I’ll see you at the ball.”

      She smiles at us and leaves the study to go get ready for the ball. As my father’s aide, she is entitled to a ticket to one of the most exclusive events of the year and she’d be following us there. Tickets cost upwards of a thousand each, meaning only the wealthiest families in town could afford to go. It is an opportunity to show off your wealth and vie for dominance as you network. While on the surface it is meant to be a purely fun event, a chance to let off some steam and party as a united town, just like everything else that went on here, there was more going on beneath the surface than you’d think.

      “Are you two ready?” My father beams, looking between us. The urge to smack him in the face is strong.

      “Ready as we’ll ever be,” Lucas replies for me.

      “Then let’s hit the road. I have a feeling tonight is going to be wild.”

      He claps his hands and rubs them together before leading the way out to a massive stretch limo waiting outside for us. The driver opens the door and my father gestures for me to go in before him.

      I step inside to be greeted by a bottle of champagne cooling in an ice bucket. There are seats lining three sides of the limo, across the back and down both sides. I sit down on the opposite side of the door. Lucas enters and sits next to me, while my father takes the rear seat, stretching out to take up as much space as possible. I knew he’d do it, which is why I left the space empty for him.

      “Who’s for a drink?” My father doesn’t wait for our replies as he picks up the bottle of champagne. The cork pops and a little alcohol fizzes over the lip of the bottle before my father fills three flutes with champagne. He hands them out to us and holds his up in a toast.

      “To House Archaic,” he says.

      “House Archaic,” Lucas and I echo.

      The limo driver starts the engine and pulls out smoothly as we all sip champagne, that smug smile of my father’s never leaving his face.

      I sit in silence during the drive across town to the hall where the ball is being held. This is one of the rare occasions where an event is held on neutral territory, in this instance a large club which has been commandeered for the night. It is one of the few places which is large enough to hold everyone, with a big dance floor and private rooms for the more expensive ticket holders. Naturally, my father has paid for one of these and when we arrive, we head straight up to our room for the night.

      A number of my father’s bodyguards are already there waiting for us. This night might be one of the most hotly anticipated of the year, but it’s also one of the most dangerous.

      My father  booked the best room available, which has a balcony overlooking the dance floor as well as a more private area which no one can access without going through a number of guards first. As well as the main entrance, which we’d come through, there is a small door at the back which Lucas tells me leads to an escape route out back in case of any trouble.

      Lucas and I go out on the balcony. Music is pounding and there are already a number of people dancing. I think I can make out Archer in the crowd, but I can’t be sure from this distance.

      “You okay?” Lucas squeezes my hand.

      “Yeah.” I smile at him. “It’s just weird being out with my father, you know? I don’t feel like I can really relax until I know what he’s got planned.”

      “Why would he have anything planned? Why can’t your father be here for some fun?”

      “Because my father’s idea of fun means someone always gets hurt,” I say grimly.

      “Don’t be so negative. You never know-–maybe he’s turned over a new leaf.”

      “Ha! I wish.”

      “Come on. Let’s go dance.” Lucas holds out his hand to me and we head back into our room. Isabella has arrived and her and my father are deep in discussion already. There is no doubt in my mind that they are plotting something. I just wish I knew what.

      Lucas caught my father’s attention and made a gesture to let him know we were going downstairs to dance. My father nods and we leave the room to go down to the dance floor.

      We walk into the hall, just as the DJ puts on a slow dance.

      “Perfect timing.” Lucas grins as he pulls me onto the dance floor and into his arms.

      I close my eyes and rest my head against Lucas’s shoulder as we sway together, knowing there is no way I can escape. This is the first time we’ve danced as a married couple, and it feels weird. We don’t have the same kind of connection I do with Archer, Romy, or Declan, and I don’t know if we ever would. There is no way I could even think of trying with him. I’m not a fool, I see how Lucas looks my way, but he doesn’t know me. He never could.

      “Mind if I cut in?”

      As if he is able to read my mind, Romy appears next to us, tapping Lucas on the shoulder and my eyes lock onto his.

      “Not at all.” Lucas steps away with a tight jaw and Romy takes his place. Lucas walks off in the direction of the bar as Romy pulls me to him.

      That’s better.

      “Won’t your date mind you dancing with me?” I ask as we move in perfect synchronicity.

      “Who says I have a date?”

      I laugh. “Come on, Romeo. It’s you we’re talking about here. You’ve always got a woman on your arm.”

      “Not tonight.” He shakes his head. “How could I be here with someone else when I’d be thinking about you.”

      “For real?” I laugh again, nervously this time.

      “For real.” Romy gazes at me intently. “Ivy, ever since I met you, you’ve changed me. I haven’t wanted to be with anyone else. I haven’t even kissed another girl, let alone anything more. If I can’t be with you, I don’t want to be with anyone.”

      For a moment I think he is going to kiss me, but the DJ puts on a more up-tempo song, killing the mood.

      “Is this a private party or can anyone join?”

      “Archer!” I give him a huge hug as Romy steps back to make way for Archer Knight. “It’s so good to see you.”

      “It’s good to see you too, Ivy,” he replies. “I’ve been worried about you all week.”

      We start dancing together, Archer surprising me with how well he moves. There is a natural grace to his dancing, and he has an innate sense of rhythm that makes me see him in a new light.

      “Where’s your date?” I ask.

      “Haven’t got one,” he replies. “There wasn’t anyone who I wanted to bring, and it seemed pointless dragging a girl along just to keep up appearances. The one person I wanted to ask was already taken.”

      I blush, knowing exactly who he meant.

      “I came with Milly instead,” Archer went on. “By the looks of it, we’ve swapped partners.” He nods over to one side of the dance floor and I look over to see Lucas and Milly dancing together. Milly looks pissed off, a rare sight on her, while Lucas seems amused.

      “It’s nice to see Lucas finally settling in,” I say. “It’s not been easy for him coming to the Academy with everyone so hostile towards him.”

      “Can you blame us?” Archer’s eyes flash with anger. “We thought we’d found a way to keep you safe from your father. If he hadn’t come along, you’d be with Romy right now. Tell me you wouldn’t be happier engaged to him than married to Lucas.”

      I open my mouth to reply, but Archer talks over me.

      “And if you were still engaged to Romy, I might have been able to find a way to get you out of that engagement. I was working on it, you know. I had plans. None of them matter now. Instead, I’m reduced to snatching what little time I can with you. It’s not enough. It’ll never be enough.”

      “I know,” I whisper, knowing exactly how he feels. “But what can we do? I’m married and my father has me well and truly trapped.”

      “We’ll just have to take each moment as it comes, I guess.” Archer shrugs as the song comes to an end and the DJ puts on another slow song. Archer moves to get close, but someone pulls him back.

      “I think it’s my turn now, don’t you?” Declan asks. “Unless Ivy has any objections?”

      “No.” I beam. “It’s good to see you, Declan.”

      “See you later, Ivy.” Archer bows and kisses my hand before disappearing off into the crowd, leaving me with Declan.

      I put my arms around his neck, and he put his around my waist. Taller than me, I have to look up to talk as we dance. He really is gorgeous.

      “Who did you bring to the ball?” I ask. “Won’t she mind you slow dancing with me?”

      “The only person who might mind is Lucas and I don’t care about his opinion,” Declan smoothly replies. “I decided not to bring a date with me tonight. I had a few people dropping some heavy hints, including Ally and Taylor, but I wasn’t interested. Even though I knew you’d be here with Lucas, I wanted to be free to spend time with you if the opportunity came up and look at us now. Dancing like we haven’t got a care in the world.”

      “I don’t know that I’d go that far…” I smile up at Declan, feeling all warm inside. My boys are all here on their own, and I didn’t have to cope with seeing them in someone else’s arms. It’s selfish of me when I am with Lucas, but I don’t care. I love all my boys and it will kill me when the time eventually came for them to move on and find someone else. Someone who didn’t come with my complications.

      “Lucas seems to be having a good time.” Declan nods over to where Milly and Lucas were slow dancing together. “Him and Milly look good together.”

      “They do, don’t they?” I rest my head on Declan’s shoulder as I watch my husband with Milly. He’s acting like the perfect gentleman he always is; one arm around Milly’s waist, their hands clasped, like they are ballroom dancing together. They seem deep in conversation. Knowing Lucas, he is likely pumping her for information about the Knights and sweet Milly is naïve enough to give it to him.

      Declan runs his hand over my hair, kissing me gently on the top of my head. I close my eyes and lean into him more. I desperately want to leave with him, spend some quiet time together, but with my father here, not to mention all his guards, I have no choice but to stay at the dance until it’s time to go back to the Archaic mansion.

      Before I even realise it, a tear is trickling down my cheek. I dash it away with the back of my hand, hoping it hasn’t ruined the beautiful makeup Nola had worked so hard on.

      “Hey.” Declan put his hand under my chin, tilting my head to make me look at him. “It’s okay, Ivy. Everything’s going to be okay.”

      He leans forward, kissing the tear away. Then he kisses the tip of my nose and I can’t hold myself back any longer. I stand on tiptoes and kiss him. Properly. In front of the whole room.

      But I don’t care. I want to be with Declan. I want to be with Archer. I want to be with Romy. I want to be with all of them, men who aren’t beholden to my father and who saw me for me, not a pawn to be used to further their own ambitions.

      “What the hell’s going on?”

      Declan and I break apart as I feel someone grab my arm to pull me away.

      “Lucas!” I gasp as I realise my husband has seen us and he is not happy.

      “Hey, man. It’s okay.” Declan puts his arms out in a gesture of placation. “We weren’t doing anything.”

      “Didn’t look like it to me,” snarls Lucas. “That’s my wife, you had no right to kiss her.”

      “I’d say that was up to Ivy to decide, wouldn’t you?” Declan gazes at him coolly, daring him to do something. “It’s not like you weren’t having fun with someone else.”

      “I was just dancing with Milly. I didn’t kiss her,” Lucas points out.  “I would never kiss her.”

      “And you can never kiss Ivy. A piece of paper isn’t going to make her fall for you. Sorry to break this to you, but her heart is taken,” he replies with a cold glare. “and we are not fucking giving her back.”

      “How dare you!” Lucas pulls back a fist to punch Declan, but I get between them, yanking Lucas’s arm down.

      “Stop it!” I look at Declan over my shoulder. “The pair of you. Let’s go to our private room to cool down, Lucas. It seems like we could all do with some time out.”

      Lucas glares at Declan, who smirks back, but he allows himself to be guided off the dance floor and back to my father’s private room.

      “What were you thinking, Ivy?” he asks, as we walk up the stairs. “You made me look stupid out there.”

      “I wasn’t thinking at all,” I told him. “I hoped you were distracted with Milly.”

      “That was business,” says Lucas, confirming what I’d suspected. “Milly can be a useful source of information if you know how to read between the lines. Anyway, this isn’t about me. It’s about you. You need to learn how to behave as a married woman. Don’t make me talk to your father about teaching you appropriate behaviour.”

      “That sounds uncannily like a threat.” I narrow my eyes.

      “Just a promise, Ivy. It’s just a promise.”

      The guards outside my father’s private room step aside to let us in. My father is out on the balcony watching the action on the dance floor, so the room is practically empty other than a few guards.

      Lucas immediately goes to the bar and orders a whiskey. He downs it in one gulp and grabs a bottle of beer before coming back to me.

      “Where’s mine?” I don’t really care that he didn’t get me a drink. I could get my own, but if Lucas is going to make a big deal about my behaviour, I am going to point out every little thing he is doing wrong too. I can be petty if I wanted.

      “We’re at a ball, Ivy,” Lucas says. “Standing around with a bottle in your hand doesn’t exactly fit with the sophisticated image you’re supposed to project.”

      “Is that so?”

      I stomp over to the bar and help myself to one of the bottles laid out.

      “Put that back, Ivy.”

      I scowl as my father comes back in from the balcony.

      “It’s a party, Dad,” I say. “I’m allowed to drink if I want. And I am eighteen, remember?”

      “How could I forget?” My father smiles but his eyes are stone cold. “Still, you’ll need a cool head and a steady hand for what I want you to do.”

      “Oh really? What’s that?”

      “Come with me.”

      Lucas slumps on a couch as I follow my father out to the balcony. My cheeks redden as I realise there is a good chance he’d seen me dancing with the boys-–and kissing Declan.

      “Look down there, Ivy. Tell me what you see.” He gestures expansively across the dance floor.

      “People having fun?”

      “That’s the surface view. Look closer.”

      “I don’t know.” I shrug. “People talking. People dancing.”

      “I see opportunity,” my father says. “I see networks. I see the chance to take things a step further without anyone even knowing what’s about to hit them.”

      He nods to one of his guards who steps forward and hands him a gun. My father opens up the barrel to check it is loaded. Satisfied, he snaps it shut with a flick of the wrist and offers it to me, handle first.

      “Take it,” he says.

      I frown and shake my head.

      “It wasn’t a suggestion,” my father states, offering the gun to me.

      Reluctantly, I take it.

      My father stands behind me and grabs my shoulders. He turns me to face the crowd. Leaning forward, he speaks directly into my ear. “Can you see the man standing by the bar with brown hair going grey at the temples?”

      I look in the direction of the bar and spot Claude Dauphin, Declan’s father. I nod.

      “Shoot him.”

      “What?” I try to turn but my father grips my shoulders, holding me in place.

      “You heard.”

      “I’m not going to do that.” I hold the gun away from me as far as I could. “Someone take this thing because I’m not using it.”

      “Oh, yes, you are.”

      “You’re crazy. There’s no way I’m shooting anyone, let alone Declan’s dad. I’d rather die first.”

      A guard steps forward and grabs my other hand.

      “That would be far too easy,” my father tells me. “No, Ivy. What I have in mind is a much simpler solution. Either you shoot Claude Dauphin, or Martin here will run his knife right through your hand. I’d love to see you playing guitar when you’ve lost the use of your left hand.”

      “You wouldn’t!” I gasp, as Martin pulls out a wicked looking blade and holds it up against the back of my hand, ready to run it through the moment my father gives the command.

      “You and I both know I will,” my father says. “Now do as I tell you and shoot Claude.”

      “I can’t do it with Martin holding my hand.” I fight hard to keep the quiver out of my voice, but I don’t quite manage it.

      “Fine.” I feel rather than see my father nod at his guard, who lets go of my hand and steps away. “But if you don’t shoot him, Martin will stab you.”

      Hands shaking, I grip the gun and point it at Claude. I close one eye, aiming at his chest, but lower the gun as I see Declan go over to talk to his dad.

      “I can’t,” I say. “I can’t risk hitting Declan.”

      “That’s a shame.” My father sighs. “All right, Martin. Do your thing.”

      Martin steps forward and, in that moment, I know I can’t do it. I can’t lose my hand.

      Sorry, Declan.

      I swing the gun up and pull the trigger.

      It feels like time stands still for a moment. The shot is so loud, it can be heard over the music. The noise of the crowd falls silent for a moment before screams break out.

      Claude crumples to the floor. Declan looks round for who is responsible, as people rush to help his father. Our eyes meet and I see the shock in his eyes. I feel the guilt like a knife to the heart.

      “Come on, people. The party’s over.” Someone shouts but I don’t see who.

      Bodyguards crowd around my father, me, and Lucas as we hurry out to the back exit. The Dauphins will be out for blood, and if they catch up to us, we are dead.
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      “I can’t do it. I won’t do it.”

      I stay in my seat, secure in the safety of the car. My father insisted Lucas and I go to school the Monday after the ball and there is no way I am ever going to step foot in that place, not when everyone would know by now who was responsible for shooting Claude.

      “Yes, you can.” Lucas is patient, even after reassuring me a million times. “It won’t be as bad as you think. Claude’s okay.”

      “He’s in a hospital wired up to a machine to keep him alive, Lucas,” I wail. “How can you possibly think that’s okay?”

      “He’s still alive,” Lucas reminds me. “And he’s in the hands of the best doctors in the country. He might be in bad shape now, but our intelligence tells us that he’s going to pull through. Ivy, much as I know it hurt you to do what you did, that shot has raised your profile big time. You might hate your father for forcing you into it, but trust me. He did you a favour. He’s established you as a force to be reckoned with.” He smiles reassuringly. “No one’s going to judge you. It’s just business, another day in this crazy town. Come on. I’ll be right by your side. I’m in all your classes. You won’t have to face anyone alone, not unless you want to.”

      He holds out a hand to me and I know I don’t have a choice. My father has dictated that we go back to the Academy, so that’s what we are going to do.

      Hand in hand, Lucas and I slowly walk up the steps to the Academy. Is it my imagination, or are people giving me weird looks?

      “Keep your head high, Ivy,” Lucas whispers, squeezing my hand. “You haven’t done anything wrong, not as far as the Houses are concerned. Everyone’s going to respect you.”

      “Still.” I shake my head. “I feel really uncomfortable being here.”

      “Why don’t we go to one of the practice rooms?” Lucas suggests. “We can hide out there until classes start.”

      “Okay.”

      I feel a little more relaxed as Lucas leads the way to the practice rooms. A-level music students are allowed to go there whenever we like to work on our assignments, which means that we have keys to the rooms to unlock them-–and lock them behind us. In the past, those locks had allowed me and Declan to have some privacy while we explored each other’s bodies. Now I am grateful for that privacy for a completely different reason-–it means I can delay the moment when I have to face Declan. How on earth am I going to look him in the eye knowing I am the one responsible for putting his father in the hospital.

      The music rooms are fully soundproof, so you can’t hear whether someone is practising inside. Instead, there are red and green lights mounted over the doors so you could immediately see which ones were available.

      The first couple of rooms have their red lights lit, but the third one is green, so Lucas pushes the door open. The room should have been empty, but then I see who is sitting at the piano waiting for us.

      “Declan!” I try to back out, but Lucas grips my hand tightly and practically drags me into the room to confront the one person I don’t want to see.

      “What’s she doing here?” Declan stands up, fists clenched. “I thought you said you wanted to talk. If I’d known you were going to bring her along, I’d never have agreed to meet you.”

      “She’s the one you need to talk to though,” Lucas tells him.

      “She shot my dad. I’ve got nothing to say to her.”

      My heart shatters into a million pieces as Declan turns away from me.

      “It wasn’t her fault,” Lucas says. “Her father forced her to do it.”

      “She could have said no.”

      “Declan, her father was going to have his guard stick a knife in her hand. She would never have been able to play guitar again. And I don’t think that would have been the end of it, either. She did what she did out of pure fear. You and I both know that Solomon would have found a way to punish her beyond that.”

      “Is this true, Ivy?” Declan finally looks at me.

      “Yes.” I drop my head, unable to meet his gaze. “I didn’t want to do it, I really didn’t. But Martin was about to shove a knife through my hand. My instincts took over and I pulled the trigger. I aimed to miss though. I’m such a bad shot, I hit the target, but I really didn’t mean to. If I could turn back time, I would. I’d take a stabbing over hurting you, hurting your dad.”

      I burst into tears, burying my face in my hands to hide my shame. I hate myself for being so weak, but it’s all too much. I hate my father for putting me in this situation.

      I feel arms around me, I relax into the hug… thinking it’s Lucas. But when I look up, I see Declan is the one comforting me.

      “I’ll leave you two alone,” Lucas says.

      Declan follows him to the door, and I am sure I hear him thank Lucas. As my husband leaves, Declan locks the door behind him so we won’t be disturbed.

      “Lucas arranged for us to meet here,” he tells me, coming back to me. “But I thought it was going to be just me and him. I was prepared to give him the beating of his life for what you did to my father.”

      “None of this was Lucas’s fault,” I say. “He doesn’t deserve that kind of treatment.”

      “I know,” Declan says. “But you have no idea how much I hate him for taking you away from me. I knew the moment I saw you up on that balcony with your father behind you that you’d been forced to fire that gun. I never blamed you for one second. But Lucas? He married you, taking you away from the protection of Romy’s family. Worse, he took you away from me. It drives me wild thinking about you with him. Ivy, I love you.”

      My breath catches in my throat when I hear those three little words.

      “I mean it, Ivy,” Declan goes on, mistaking my silence for doubt. “I can’t stop thinking about you. Ever since I first saw you, I knew I wanted you, but I’m not like Romy or Archer. For all my confidence on stage, I’ve always been shy around women.

      “Romy doesn’t think twice about jumping from bed to bed. Archer doesn’t hesitate when it comes to taking what he wants. But me? I was dating Ally for months before we slept together. It’s why I’ve been taking my time with you, making you feel good in the hope that one day you’d want to give everything to me, your heart as well as your body. Now I wish I’d been more outgoing, made a play for you sooner. Maybe it would be my ring on your finger.”

      As he speaks, I know exactly what I have to do.

      I put my finger on his lips to stop him talking and step back, pulling my blazer off and throwing it to one side of the room. My jumper follows soon after, along with my skirt. As I unbutton my blouse Declan moves around in his seat, adjusting for the growing bulge in his trousers.

      There is no doubt in my mind that he wants me.

      I look him straight in the eye, as I slowly undo each button, lightly running my hands down the exposed flesh to titillate him. When my blouse is completely open, I take it off and toss it to join the rest of my clothes.

      I smile slowly as I unhook the front clasp of my bra. I hold the two pieces together, moving my hands around in a little dance before slowly pulling them apart to reveal my breasts.

      I finally take my bra off and throw it on top of the pile. Declan closes his eyes and gulps before opening them again. Feasting himself on the sight of me standing in front of him wearing nothing but my knickers and shin-high boots.

      “What are you doing, Ivy?” he asks.

      “It’s awfully hot in here, don’t you think?” I smile, batting my eyelids at him. “I figured I’d take off my clothes, you know, cool down a little.”

      I cup my breasts, tweaking my nipples between my thumbs and forefingers, teasing and caressing them until they are completely erect.

      “Why don’t you take your trousers off?” I suggest. “It looks like they’re really uncomfortable. Don’t you feel as hot as me?”

      He doesn’t need me to ask twice. He yanks down his jeans and boxers at the same time, revealing his magnificent erection.

      “Hmmm.” I am definitely enjoying the view, but there is something else that would make it even better. “I think you should take the rest of your clothes off. I’d hate for you to overheat…”

      Declan grins and swiftly removes his jumper and shirt as I continue to play with my nipples. I was telling the truth when I said I was feeling hot, but it had nothing to do with the room temperature. I can feel my heartbeat speeding up as Declan sits in front of me, completely naked.

      I slip my right hand inside my knickers and find my clit. I’m already soaking wet, and we haven’t even started.

      “Touch yourself,” I order. “I want you to make yourself good and hard for me.”

      Declan grips his cock and firmly runs his hand up and down the shaft. “Keep playing with your tits,” he tells me. “I love watching you do that.”

      I keep my hand inside my underwear while my other hand cups my breast, presenting it to him as I continue to touch myself. With one hand working on my nipple and the other rubbing my clit, I’d be turned on at the best of times. But doing this in front of Declan, putting on a show for him while he plays with his cock? I want to scream with how turned on I am.

      It’s a good thing the music rooms are soundproofed.

      “Do you want me to take off my underwear?” I ask.

      Declan nods, incapable of speech as his hand continues to pump his cock.

      I take off my knickers, leaving my boots on as I step out of my underwear.

      My clothes all bundled up together in a corner of the room, I slowly step towards Declan. Our eyes meet and we grin. We’d had fun together in the past, but we’d never gone all the way. The time has come to scratch that itch.

      He pulls me to him and we kiss hungrily. I can feel his erection tapping against me, his hands playing with my hair while his tongue dances with mine. We are filled with need for each other. I am torn between wanting to fuck him hard so I could come quickly and wanting to take my time to enjoy him. With all the craziness in both our lives, who knew when we’d be able to do this again, if ever?

      Declan pulls away from me, breaking our kiss. “You have no idea how many times I’ve fantasised about this moment,” he tells me. “I’ve lain awake so many nights, imagining you with me, thinking of what it would be like to be in you.”

      He leans forward to take one of my breasts into his mouth. He sucks hard as he plays with my other nipple, mimicking my earlier caresses as he uses his thumb and forefinger to tweak it. My legs feel weak and I can barely stand. What he’s doing is so erotic, I think I might die.

      “Oh. My. God.” I moan, suddenly feeling an orgasm building. I don’t know what Declan’s secret is, but the way he’s fondling my breasts is like nothing I’d ever experienced.

      I cry out as Declan’s tongue and hands send me over the edge. I practically see stars with the power of the orgasm that rushes through me. My nails dig into his shoulders, needing something to help me stay standing as I luxuriated in one of the most powerful orgasms I’ve ever had.

      “Everything okay?” Declan smirks, knowing exactly what he’s just done.

      “Oh, yeah.” I nod, feeling very satisfied. “But I’m nowhere near done with you. I need you inside me. Now.”

      “If you insist.” He stands up and guides me to lean over the table he’s just been sitting on. His cock as solid as a rock as he enters me in one powerful thrust, burying himself in me.

      I gasp and cling to the edge of the table, grateful I have it to support me. There is no way I’d be able to stand for long the way Declan is making me feel.

      Declan grips my waist as he pounds into me, thrusting into me over and over, driving me insane. I buck my hips, meeting every one of his movements to help him go even deeper. This is all I could have hoped for and more. Declan and I have a connection that makes our lovemaking positively electric.

      I think he is nearing climax when he suddenly pulls out of me.

      “I’ve waited too long not to take my time with you,” he tells me. “I want you from all directions.”

      He helps me to turn round, sitting me on the edge of the table. I spread my legs wide, putting my arms behind me for support. I angle myself to make it easier for him to slide into me. He thrusts into me, hitting me in just the right place.

      I wrap my legs around his waist, and he picks up his momentum again. This time, his movements have more urgency, and I know neither of us will be able to keep this up for much longer.

      I cry out, unable to hold back as a second orgasm takes over. Declan closes his eyes, his own climax finally coming. He roars as he empties himself into me, my orgasm enough to tip him over the edge.

      We fall back on the table, still connected as he lays on top of me. He brushes my hair away from my face, slick with sweat.

      “I meant it, Ivy,” he tells me. “I really do love you.”

      “I love you too.”
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      Now that Declan and I are on good terms again, no, amazing terms, I feel much happier being at the Academy. Starting the day with mind blowing sex is definitely the best. I breeze through my classes, a faraway smile permanently etched on my face.

      Lucas isn’t stupid. He must have noticed something was up. My hair is all tousled and my makeup is messy even though I’d touched it up in the cloakroom. But he doesn’t say anything other than to comment on being happy that Declan and I are friends again.

      After school, I’m surprised to not see our usual car rolling up to meet us. Instead, one of the drivers pulls up in a vintage convertible MG.

      He gets out and leaves the driver’s door open, stepping aside for Lucas to take his place.

      I frown. “What’s going on?”

      “I’m taking you for a drive, Ivy,” Lucas explains. “Think of it like your own private magical mystery tour.”

      The driver comes round and opens the passenger door for me. Then he salutes us both and walks off to another car that is waiting to take him back to my father’s estate.

      Lucas fires up the engine and revs it a few times, the powerful V8 engine sending a very loud signal to everyone in the Academy that Lucas is a man to be reckoned with.

      “Wait,” I say as Lucas starts to pull away. He takes his foot off the gas and waits for me to rummage around in my bag.

      At last I find my sunglasses. Putting them on, I lean back in the seat, luxuriating in the feel of the sun against my skin. “Okay, you can go now.”

      Lucas grins and pulls out. When he reaches the gates of the Academy, he turns in the opposite direction to home. Soon we’re driving down winding country lanes, the wind running through my hair as Lucas takes the scenic route to wherever it is we are going.

      “So, you sorted everything with Declan?” he asks.

      “Yes.” That’s one way of putting it. I’m glad Lucas has to focus on the road because I’m sure I look guilty as hell.

      “I’m glad. I want you to be happy, Ivy,” Lucas says. “I wish you would believe me about that.”

      “I’m starting to,” I tell him. “But it’s going to take time. I mean, we barely know each other. Trust is something which comes through experience and you’ve been sending me mixed signals. I mean, someone who really wanted me to be happy wouldn’t have forced me to marry them, but at the same time, you can be so sweet and thoughtful. I don’t really know what to think, if I’m honest.”

      “That’s fair.” Lucas nods. “I’m doing my best to make it up to you, Ivy. I really am. That’s why I arranged for you to meet up with Declan this morning and why we’re going on this little drive.”

      “Where are we going?”

      “You’ll see.” Lucas smiles enigmatically, but refuses to reveal anything else about our destination, simply telling me to wait until we get there.

      All I can do is sit back and enjoy the views. The countryside around King Town really is pretty, and it gives me something to look at while I try to figure out where my head’s at. Lucas seems to be making a huge effort to get into my good books, but the cynical part of me wonders whether this is just a ploy to get me on his side while whatever it is he had going on in the background comes to fruition.

      In the end, I give up. My life’s way too complicated right now even for me to figure out.

      “Hang on.” I sit up in my seat as I realise I’m very familiar with where we are headed. “Are we going where I think we’re going?”

      “I don’t know.” Lucas grins. “Where do you think we’re going?”

      He indicates and turns into the road where Archer’s family has their estate.

      “Are you taking me to see Archer?”

      “Declan isn’t the only one who’s been worried about you. Archer asked if I would be okay with you visiting him without me. Since I’m your husband, not your jailer, I thought the easiest way of making it happen was to tell Solomon I wanted to take you out for a picnic in the countryside after school. That should buy you a few hours of time.

      “I’ll take the car for a drive. Solomon had Cook prepare us a picnic hamper, so I have plenty of food to have a picnic by myself. If you’re happy grabbing a snack on the way back home, I’m happy to let you hang out with Archer for a while. Whatever he wanted to talk to you about, it seemed important. If you want to fill me in later, I’d love to know what you talk about, but if you don’t want to tell me, that’s totally fine as well. I just hope that one day you’ll trust me enough to include me in your plans.”

      He pulls up outside Archer’s house, leaving the engine running. Impulsively, I kiss him on the cheek before getting out and running over to knock on Archer’s door.

      Lucas revs the engine. He raises one arm to say goodbye, and I wave back at him as he drives off on his solitary picnic. I feel a little sorry for him that he’s eating alone, but those feelings evaporate as soon as the door opens.

      Seeing Archer standing in front of me, away from the stress of school, marriage, House politics, is just the tonic I need. First Declan made love to me this morning and now I’m getting some alone time with another man who holds a piece of my heart.

      “Hey, Archer.” I smile at him, genuinely happy for once.

      “Hey, Ivy. Glad you could join us.”

      “Us?” A puzzled frown wrinkles my forehead as I follow Archer inside.

      “Ivy!”

      “Hi!”

      I could squeal with delight when I see Declan and Romy sitting on the sofa waiting for me.

      “What are you guys all doing here?”

      The three men exchange glances.

      “After you shot my dad, we decided something had to change,” Declan says. “So, while Mum was at Dad’s bedside, hoping he’d pull through, I got together with Romy and Archer to see what we could do about Solomon Archaic once and for all.”

      His tone is very matter of fact when he speaks about his father, but I can’t help the wave of guilt that engulfs me at the mention of him being in hospital. Yes, my father had forced me, but I am still the one who’d pulled the trigger.

      “And what did you come up with?”

      Declan looks at Romy, signalling it’s his turn to speak.

      “We’ve looked at it from every angle and as far as we can make out there’s only one way we can solve the problem of your dad. We kill him.”

      I should be shocked at the cavalier way in which he spoke about murdering my father, but the moment Romy says it, I know it makes perfect sense. My father is like a leech, sucking the life out of everyone around him. He’s never happy unless he’s hurting others.

      There was a time when I would have been overjoyed to hear that I had a father and wasn’t an orphan. That was before I met him. Over the past few months, I haven’t seen a single good thing my father has done. He doesn’t have a single redeeming quality about him. He’s a bug who needs to be squashed underfoot.

      “I’m in.” I went to sit with the guys on the sofas, Archer sitting next to me. “How are you thinking we do this?”

      “That’s where we need your input,” Romy says. “You know his movements better than any of us. You can tell us what his weaknesses are, where we’re most likely to hit him without warning.”

      “I don’t know that I know any more than you do,” I tell him. “My father has kept me at an arm’s length the whole time I’ve been around him. He only lets me see what he wants me to see. I don’t think I can help you come up with a plan. It’s not like I’ve ever assassinated someone before.”

      “I thought that’s what Saturday was all about.” Declan spoke quietly, trying not to hurt me, but it’s impossible not to feel upset about what I’d done.

      “I don’t think it was,” says Archer. “Solomon would have known Ivy had never shot a gun before. I don’t think he actually expected her to hit the target. It was simply his way of proving that he has ultimate power over her. Even as a married woman, it’s still her father who owns her.”

      “Like any real man could ever own a woman.” Romy shakes his head in disgust.

      “But this is why we need to put Ivy in charge of House Archaic,” Declan says. “With her at the helm, the four Houses would be able to work together for once instead of being locked in this permanent power game. I think the four of us all agree that we’d much rather be on the same side than at each other’s throats.”

      “Yeah.”

      “Absolutely.”

      We all nod.

      “But what about Lucas?” Romy asks. “While he’s in the picture, Ivy’s never going to be free to make decisions on her own.”

      “So she gets a divorce the second her father’s in the ground.” Archer shrugs.

      “Actually, I think I can get an annulment,” I say.

      “You mean-” Declan raises an eyebrow while Romy and Archer look at each other.

      “Lucas and I haven’t slept together,” I confirm. “At least, not in the Biblical sense. My father makes us share a bed, but we’ve been keeping our hands to ourselves. As far as I’m concerned, that’s what we’re going to continue to do until I’m able to get out of this marriage. Add in the fact that I was forced to marry him and I’m pretty confident I’ll be able to get the whole thing written off as some bad dream-–as long as we can get my father out of the picture as soon as possible.”

      “Which brings us back to the original question,” Romy says. “How do we kill him?”

      “Ivy could put poison in his food,” Declan suggests.

      “Won’t work.” I shake my head. “Everything’s prepared by his cook under supervision. I can’t get anywhere near his meals.”

      “Ivy shoots him,” Declan suggests.

      “I get where you’re coming from,” says Archer, “and I love the irony of her shooting him after he made her shoot Claude, but Ivy’s already shown what a terrible shot she is. Even up close and personal, I don’t think we can rely on her being able to take him out before the guards pile in on her. Best case scenario, they’ll disarm her, but there’s every chance they’ll simply kill her to keep Solomon safe. I don’t know about you, but I’m not willing to risk Ivy’s life like that.”

      “I’d do it,” I say. “It’s the least I can do to make it up to Declan. But Archer’s right. I’m a really bad shot. I’m not confident even holding a gun. I could barely take it from my father’s hand. I hated the way it felt. I knew it was a lethal weapon and the thought of it made me feel sick. I just don’t think I can pull it out and kill my father before the guards step in. Plus, I think my father would sense that something was up. No, you can forget about guns. Or knives, for that matter.” I look around pointedly, making it clear I’m being serious. “I’m totally down with killing my father, but I’m not sure that I hate him enough to do it myself.”

      “Which means we need another way of getting to him,” says Romy. “Ideally something from a distance.”

      “What about a bomb?” I suggest. “No, forget about it. That’s a dumb idea. It’s not like any of us know how to build one.”

      “I do,” admits Archer, surprising us all. “My father wanted to be sure that all his children were well versed in a number of different ways of dealing with our enemies. It’s one of the reasons Solomon wanted me working with him-–to figure out just how much I knew so he could decide how big of a threat I was. I was wise to him, though. I only let him know what I wanted him to know.”

      “What are you thinking, Ivy?” Declan asks.

      “My father’s private plane,” I say. “He’s going on those trips to Italy all the time. If I can get a hold of his schedule, I can figure out when he’s due to leave and we can plant something on his plane. It’s heavily guarded, but if we are able to watch the guards for a few days, I’m sure we’d be able to figure out a way to get close to it.”

      Romy nods slowly. “That could work. How soon do you think you could get his schedule?”

      “I’m not sure,” I reply. “His study is like a fortress within a fortress. It’s almost impossible for me to get in it.”

      “What if you didn’t have to go into his study?” asks Archer.

      “What do you mean?”

      “Well, Isabella knows everything that’s going on. She’d be able to tell you when he was due to travel. Can’t you try sweet talking her?”

      “Or even turn your charm on your father,” Romy suggests. “Tell him something like you want him to bring you back something from Italy so it would be helpful to know when he was travelling next.”

      “I can do that.” I feel an excited little tingle in my tummy. We are planning to take out my father and it might actually work.

      “Do you think you can do it without Lucas figuring out what you’re up to?”

      Declan’s question brings me back down to earth with a bump.

      “I don’t know.” I bite my lip. “Lucas isn’t stupid and I still haven’t been able to figure him out. Sometimes I think he’s an arsehole who’s got his nose permanently fixed up my father’s backside and other times he does sweet things like getting my favourite people in a room together and leaves me on my own with you. I’d like to think I could get away with finding out my father’s schedule without him figuring out there’s something going on, but I can’t guarantee it. Nor can I promise that he wouldn’t go to my father if he did hear about our plan. For all I know, he’s being nice to lull me into a false sense of security. He could be plotting against me. I mean, we’re married. If something were to happen to me, he’d be the new Archaic heir.”

      Declan pales at the thought. “You really think he could be planning something like that?”

      “I’d like to say no, but I just don’t know him well enough to be sure.” I shrugged sadly.

      “All right. So for now, we have to assume that Lucas would be against us if he found out we’re going to make a move against Solomon,” says Archer. “So we need to come at this from a number of angles. Ivy, you try and find out your father’s schedule without raising any suspicions. We’ll scout out the plane and see if we can figure out a way of getting a bomb on board without anyone noticing. Timing’s crucial-–if we put it on there too soon, they’ll find it when they do a security sweep before the flight.”

      “Unless we can figure out a way of camouflaging it so no one notices it,” Romy puts in.

      “Maybe.” Archer does a half nod, half shake of his head. “We don’t want to over-complicate things though.”

      “What about if I could get the bomb in his luggage?” The thought suddenly hits me. “That way we don’t have to know about his schedule or anything like that. Archer can just give me the bomb and I’ll keep it until I see my father packing. I’ll figure out a way of smuggling it into one of his suitcases and he’ll take it onto the plane himself without realising he’s carrying his own death in his hands. It’s a private airport, so he doesn’t have to go through the security checks you usually get, so his case will be right by his side when the bomb detonates.”

      “Ivy, you’re a genius!” Archer kisses me full on the lips. “That’s the perfect solution.”

      “Yeah, good idea, Ivy.” Declan smiles. “Simple is best, and that’s so simple nobody will suspect a thing.”

      “So, Archer, you need to make the bomb as soon as possible,” Romy says.

      “No problem,” Archer replies. “I’ll put a remote detonation on it with a timer, so we can control exactly when it goes off. I can make it so that once it gets far enough away from the trigger, it automatically explodes, and I’ll give you the trigger, Ivy, so you know you’re perfectly safe until then.”

      “Good.” I don’t like to show any nerves about having a bomb in my room until my father went away, but knowing there’s no way it can go off until he’s up in the air makes me feel a heck of a lot better about the plan.

      “And you’re sure you’re happy to do this?” asks Declan. “I mean, I should be glad you’re taking on the lead role in assassinating your father and making amends for what you did for mine, but if you’re not comfortable, we’ll figure out another way.”

      “I have a feeling that taking out the current Head of House is the Archaic way,” I tell him. “If anything, my father should be proud that I’m following in his footsteps.”

      “Okay.” Declan nods slowly, satisfied.

      “Well, now we’ve finished planning, Ivy, send a text to Lucas and let him know he can come pick you up. While we’re waiting for him to arrive, who’s for some champagne to celebrate?”

      I tap out a message on my phone as Archer went to get the bottle of champagne. He pours out four flutes and passes them out.

      “To Ivy, soon to be a single woman and Head of House Archaic!”

      “To Ivy!”

      We clink our glasses together. As I sip my champagne, I gaze round at the three men standing with me. I am so lucky to have them on my side. I’d be utterly lost without them.

      There’s only one problem with the thought of being a single woman again. Which of these three would I choose? I love them all so much, I can’t imagine picking one over the others.

      I put the thought aside for the moment. One day, that will be the worst of my problems and it isn’t a bad one to have. Many girls would be more than happy to have three gorgeous guys in love with them, and when the time comes, I’ll just have to follow my heart.

      For now, we need to deal with my father once and for all.
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      “Have fun?” asks Lucas, as I climb into the passenger seat next to him.

      “Yeah, I did.”

      “What did you two talk about?”

      I almost correct him, then think better of it. If he believes I was only hanging out with Archer, he’s less likely to suspect there is a conspiracy against my father.

      “It was like you said, he was worried about me,” I tell him. “He wanted to know how I’d been over the weekend and if there was anything he could do to cheer me up. We ended up watching a few episodes of the latest season of Brooklyn Nine Nine and had some champagne. He called it a belated wedding toast.”

      “That was nice of him.”

      There doesn’t seem to be any guile behind Lucas’s words as he drives me back home.

      As we pull into the garage, I see my father talking to Isabella in front of the garage while the staff loads suitcases into one of the limos.

      “Ah, Ivy, Lucas. I’m glad you’re back before I leave. I would have hated to go without saying goodbye.”

      My father strides towards us, arms outstretched, and I suffer an embrace.

      “While I’m gone, you’ll be the man of the house,” my father continues. “This means you are the interim head of House Archaic.”

      “Aren’t I supposed to be the head of House Archaic?” I point out.

      “My dear Ivy.” My father practically pats me on the head, his tone is beyond patronising. “I would love to leave you in charge, but I have yet to see evidence of your loyalty to your House and family. In comparison, Lucas has worked diligently for me, following my every command to the letter. Moreover, his upbringing means he has an innate understanding of what to do in any eventuality without needing to seek my approval first. At this moment in time, your husband is the best person to take care of House affairs. Perhaps when you have proven your worth, I will be able to trust you with the duties which are your birth right, but as it currently stands, you are nowhere near ready for such responsibilities. Sit back and let Lucas do the heavy lifting. Go play your guitar, get Isabella to arrange a visit from a masseur. You’re far too uptight.”

      “I might just do that. Thanks, Dad.” I do my best to sound grateful, but in my mind I am puking. Anyone would be uptight in my position. “Where are you going, anyway?”

      “I’m off to Italy.” He sighs dramatically. “My partners are insisting on an in person visit and it’s a good opportunity to stock up on fine Italian wine. Would you like me to bring you back anything, Ivy? Lucas?”

      “Surprise me,” I say.

      “I don’t need anything, Dad,” Lucas tells him. “But thanks for offering. Is there anything I need to know about while you’re gone?”

      “There are a few little details that would be useful for you to know. Walk with me.”

      My father leads Lucas away, out of earshot, leaving me and Isabella on our own together.

      “How can you bear working for that sexist pig?” I ask.

      “I have my own agenda.” Isabella shrugs. “Besides, men like him think they’re in charge, but you and I both know where the power really lies. There’s always a woman behind the throne and we’re always the ones pulling the strings.”

      “Is that right?” I look at Isabella with new respect. “So how would you advise I manage my father?”

      “Simple,” Isabella says. “Do exactly what he wants you to do-–for now. While you were estranged, he always talked about his perfect little girl. He had an image in his mind about his princess, a girl who loved pink and unicorns, a girl who spent hours playing with her dolls. When his spies brought back reports of a tomboy who had a major rebellious streak  running through her, he didn’t want to believe it, so he continued in his fantasy of the girl he wanted you to be until the time came to bring you here. It was harder for him to keep up the picture perfect daughter with you standing right in front of him. So instead, he’s done his utmost to force you into the vision he has for you.”

      “Tell me about it.” I roll my eyes.

      “I get it. I really do,” Isabella says. “It’s frustrating when we’re forced into living up to someone else’s idea of who we ought to be.”

      “It sounds like you have personal experience of that.”

      “We’re not talking about me right now,” Isabella snaps. I make a mental note to find out more about her background later. “We’re talking about you and how you can manipulate your father into giving you more freedom. I’m not saying you have to jump to his whims permanently. Just do enough to create the illusion he has the daughter of his dreams. Once he buys into that, you’ll be surprised at what you can get away with. For example, when he asked you to shoot Claude Dauphin, you didn’t have to actually aim at him. You could have sent the shot way over his head. No one would have been hurt, but you would have demonstrated pure loyalty. Your father didn’t have to know you missed deliberately. He was expecting you to miss. You have no experience with firearms. What he wanted to see was you obeying without question. Instead, you fought him-–and make no mistake, he would have given the order for you to be stabbed. Anything less would have made him weak in the eyes of his men, and Solomon will never do anything to make himself look weak.

      “But I promise you, it would have broken his heart.”

      “Somehow I doubt that.” I laugh bitterly. “My father doesn’t have a heart to break.”

      “Still, the things he does don’t bring him any pleasure,” Isabella tells me. “But that’s what it takes to be head of House. Which is why he’s left Lucas in charge. Do not underestimate that boy. He can be absolutely ruthless if need be. That’s why your father likes him so much. He sees a lot of himself in Lucas. In many ways, he thinks of Lucas as more of an heir than you.”

      “Well, duh.”

      “But that’s only because Lucas knows how to play the game,” Isabella says. “If your father had asked him to shoot Claude Dauphin, he’d have done it in a heartbeat. And he’d probably have missed deliberately and no one would care. Ivy, haven’t you figured it out yet? This town is nothing but a game. The players dance around each other, but it’s all about appearances. Your father gave you good advice when he told you to relax. If you stop going around looking for reasons to be offended, you’ll have a much easier time of it.”

      “If you say so.”

      I don’t like to admit it, but I can see the wisdom in what Isabella is saying. I just hate the thought of sucking up to my father like that. I detest him, and that is never going to change.

      Speak of the devil…

      Lucas and my father come back to join us, a broad grin on both their faces.

      “Isabella-–I want you to treat Lucas as you would me. His word is your command, understood?”

      “Yes, sir.” Isabella nods.

      “Ivy-–be a good girl for once?”

      Isabella and I exchange a quick glance.

      “I’ll do my best,” I say.

      “That’s what I like to hear. Now I’ll be back before you know it, so don’t have too much fun while I’m gone.”

      My father turns and gets into the back of the limo. Lucas puts his arm around me as we wave him off.

      I inhale deeply, blowing the air out in one long, relieved stream. “Thank goodness that bastard’s gone and I don’t have to see his smug little face anymore.”

      “Don’t let his guards hear you talking like that,” Lucas warns.

      “I don’t care,” I say. “I’ve had enough. I tell you something, Lucas. You’re welcome to House Archaic. If I could, I’d walk away from it all today. I’m done with all these mind games.”

      “Oh, boo hoo, Ivy,” Isabella sneers. “Next you’ll be saying you didn’t ask to be born. We all get it. You’ve got it tough. We all know your father’s treated you badly, but instead of focusing on what you don’t have, look at what you do. You’ve got more money than most people can ever dream of. You’ve got a husband who is kind, caring and considerate. Who wants nothing more than to make you happy if only you’d let him. I’ve told you how to handle your father. It’s not rocket science. But if you’re not even willing to help yourself, then I’m done. Be miserable, Ivy. That’s clearly what makes you happy.”

      She stalks off, leaving me gaping after her.

      “I hate to say it, Ivy, but she does have a point,” Lucas says, giving me a sheepish smile.

      I glare at him and he steps back a little, putting his hands up in a gesture of surrender.

      “Hear me out,” he says. “I don’t agree with what your father’s done to you, but you can turn it around. It’s like Isabella says. Play the game. Learn the rules and then bend them. Do that, and you could have the whole of King Town in your hand. Now, I’ve got to go and do something for your father, but I want you to think about what I’ve just said. If you want my help, you only have to ask and it’s yours. It’s time to stop feeling sorry for yourself and make a change.”

      If only he knew what I’d been discussing earlier tonight. I am going to make a change all right. And by the time I’m done, this town will be reeling.
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      “Are you looking forward to the Bomber Derby tonight?” Lucas asks me over breakfast.

      “Sure. I want nothing more than to ride pillion while you do your best to win, only to come in behind Archer yet again.”

      “Actually, I was talking more about whether you were looking forward to competing in the Bomber Derby?” Lucas side-eyes me, grinning.

      “What do you mean?” I don’t dare to believe that he’s actually telling me I’m allowed to compete.

      “Well, since your father’s away and I’m the interim head of House, what I say goes. You even heard him say that. And I say that my wife should be allowed to compete on her own terms as the amazing biker she is. Only heirs to a House are allowed to compete in the Bomber Derby, but technically we’re both heirs, so I figure we might as well take advantage of the opportunity to give us two chances for House Archaic to take the crown.”

      “Thank you!” I squeal and throw my arms around his neck.

      “Now, just because you get to compete doesn’t mean you’re going to win,” Lucas warns me. “I’m not going to slow down to let you go ahead of me. Nobody’s going to give you any slack. You’ll be lucky to come in third.”

      “We’ll see.” I smile enigmatically, already running over the route in my head. Tonight, our House is in charge and Lucas and I spent ages plotting out the perfect route to challenge the racers. I knew it like the back of my hand, because we’ve ridden round it a few times to make sure it was as challenging as we wanted it to be. The others didn’t stand a chance. If I’m competing, Lucas and I are going to take the first two spots-–and I am going to cross the finish line first.

      “I’m going to oversee the preparations for the race tonight,” Lucas says. “You can come with me if you like, but it’s going to be pretty boring.”

      “Because sitting around in our suite all day is so exciting,” I point out.

      “True, but that’s not the only option you’ve got.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “I don’t know how many times I have to tell you I’m not your father, but maybe actions speak louder than words. You can do whatever you like while he’s away. If you want to go and see your friends, I don’t care what House they belong to. They’re your friends, and if you want to visit them, that’s fine. Just because we’re married doesn’t mean we have to be joined at the hip. Why don’t you go and see Milly? The two of you are well overdue for some chill time together. I’m sure she’d love to see you.”

      “Are you sure?” I like this side of Lucas, although the cynic in me wonders whether he is getting me out of the way so he can do something without me knowing. Those thoughts can drive you mad, though, and I am not going to look a gift horse in the mouth.

      “If I wasn’t, I wouldn’t have suggested it.”

      “Thanks, Lucas.” I lean over and kiss him on the cheek, unable to wipe the smile off my face as I polish off the rest of my breakfast burrito.
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        * * *

      

      I agree to meet Lucas at the Bomber Derby later and get on my motorbike to go visit my best friend. Buzzing down the road, no guards looking over my shoulder, I feel free for the first time in I don’t know how long. If I want, I could simply ride off into the distance, but where I might have been tempted to do that just a few days ago, now that I have a plan to depose my father, I need to stick around. I am not going to abandon the town to the evil machinations of Solomon Archaic. I don’t know what’s behind all his trips to Italy, but whatever it is, it can’t be good. Someone has to stop him once and for all, and the only person who has a chance of doing that is me.

      I am staying in this town for the time being.

      Just like her brother, Milly has her own house on the grounds of the Knight estate. From the outside, it looks just like Archer’s, so I wasn’t expecting what greets me when I walk inside.

      “Wow, Milly. This place is amazing!”

      Archer’s house is very much a typical bachelor pad, with simple furniture and sleek lines. But Milly’s home is the complete opposite. The walls are painted with intricate murals, swirls of pastel colours sweeping across the surfaces. But over the murals are countless hand drawn images from manga comics, creating a mind-blowing montage I could  look at for hours.

      “Did you do all these?”

      Milly nods. “Yeah. I wanted to take art A-level, but my dad wouldn’t let me. He says there’s no future in making comics and nobody wants to read my comics, anyway. I guess he’s right. I mean, I’m supposed to be a representative of House Knight. Comic illustrator isn’t exactly a popular career choice for my family.”

      “I had no idea you could draw like this,” I say, still fascinated by the images surrounding me. “I wanted to do art as well, but my father made me choose between that and music.”

      “I’m not surprised you went with music,” Milly says. “Your songs are so beautiful. And if you hadn’t chosen that subject, you and Declan would never have started writing together. I loved that song you sang at the concert about forbidden love. It filled me with emotion-–I’ve never had a boyfriend, let alone anyone who would look at me the way Declan was looking at you while you were singing.”

      “So you know about Declan too, huh?”

      “Everyone does,” Milly says. “I didn’t want to say anything because I figured you’d talk to me when you were ready. And obviously, I knew you had a thing with Archer, so I wasn’t sure if you wanted to discuss it with me in case I took my brother’s side against you.”

      “And? Do you take his side?”

      Milly shakes her head. “He’s absolutely head over heels in love with you, Ivy, but just because he has strong feelings for you doesn’t mean you have to reciprocate. I mean, I wouldn’t say no to a date with Declan. The way he tosses his hair gives me goosebumps!”

      “Declan is pretty darned gorgeous,” I agree. “But then Archer’s just my type. If you asked me to describe my dream man, I’d give you a photo of him and call it done. The problem is, I like them both. They’re so different-–how can I choose between them? Declan’s really sweet. He’s never pressured me to do anything I didn’t want, and he really seems to care about my happiness. Like, if I choose Archer over him, he’d be sad, but he wouldn’t do anything to change my mind. He’d rather I was happy with Archer than miserable with him. Not that he’d make me miserable. Argh!” I could  tear my hair out with frustration.

      “And then there’s Romy. What’s the deal with you guys? I thought he’d be devastated when you married Lucas, but he seems to be fine.”

      “That’s because everyone thinks Romy’s a player,” I remind her. “He’s good at putting up a front so no one knows how he really feels. That’s what I like about him. He intrigues me. He puts up a huge front so people think he’s nothing but a Casanova, but underneath all of that he’s really sensitive. He was devastated when I married Lucas, but he understood it wasn’t my fault. My marriage is a sham, so it’s not like anybody should take it seriously. I know who I want to be with, even if I tried to push them away. They know it too.”

      “You don’t think you can figure something out with Lucas and make it work?” Milly asks. “I mean, plenty of arranged marriages turn out perfectly fine and you’ve got to admit that Lucas is really good looking.”

      “You think?”

      “Oh yes,” Milly gushes. “All the girls at school think so. If he didn’t have that ring on his finger, he’d have his pick. As it is, a few have tried to make a move on him.”

      “Really?” I am surprised by the little pang of jealousy which hits me when I hear that.

      “Yeah. Ally tried to get him to kiss her at the ball. She was probably trying to get back at you for stealing Declan from her.”

      “I guess I can’t blame her for that,” I say. “Although, I didn’t exactly steal Declan. It was a little more complicated than that. I had no idea he had a girlfriend when we kissed and nothing more than that happened until after they broke up.”

      “Lucas wasn’t interested though,” Milly told me. “He’s so loyal to you. When we danced together at the ball, all he could talk about was how cool you were and how you were even better in real life than your picture.”

      “Is that right?”

      “It was interesting though,” Milly says. “I got the impression that although he likes you a lot, it wouldn’t have mattered what you were like-–he would have married you anyway. It’s just that he likes you enough to see if you can make your marriage work right now. But there was a part of me that thought…”

      Milly bites her lip and looks away.

      “What is it, Mills? What did you think?”

      “You’ll think I’m being silly.” Milly shakes her head and waves me away. “It’s not even appropriate for me to say. Forget I mentioned it.”

      “You know I can’t do that, Mills. Just tell me. Whatever it is, it’ll be fine, but you’ve got me all intrigued now.”

      Milly inhales deeply, not looking me in the eye. “I kind of got the impression he was flirting with me.”

      “Flirting with you?” That’s the last thing I expected her to say.

      “I know. It’s silly of me to even think about it. Like someone like Lucas would be interested in someone like me. He’s a great guy.”

      “Someone like you?” I scoff. “I’ve told you this before and I’ll keep telling you until you believe it. You’re beautiful. Anyone would be lucky to be with you. If you think Lucas was flirting with you, then I have no doubt that’s what he was doing.”

      “And you’re okay with that?”

      I shrug. “Maybe if things were different I’d be annoyed, but with Lucas, not with you. You’re my best friend. I know you’d never do anything to hurt me. But this isn’t a real marriage and I’m planning on getting it annulled as soon as I possibly can. We haven’t even slept together.”

      “Really? Not even once?” Milly’s eyes boggle. “Aren’t you curious to find out what he’s like in bed?”

      “Not really. I mean, I’m already juggling three guys. I really don’t feel the need to complicate things but adding a fourth one into the mix. In fact, Milly, if Lucas does make a pass at you and you want to reciprocate, that would be fine by me.”

      “Are you kidding?”

      “Nope. You deserve a little happiness, and so does Lucas. I’m not ever going to be interested in him in that way, and I don’t expect him to live like a monk for however long we’re married.”

      What I don’t tell Milly is that if she did have an affair with Lucas, it would make it even easier for me to get my marriage annulled. Part of me feels bad for using my friend like this, but I know Milly well enough to know that it is unlikely she’d ever follow through with Lucas. She is simply too sweet.

      “Well, I was probably imagining him flirting with me anyway,” Milly says. “So, I don’t think you’re going to have to worry about that any time soon. Do you want a drink or something? I can make some coffee. My dad got me the most amazing coffee maker for my birthday.”

      I can tell Milly wants to change the subject, so I nod. “Sure. That would be great.”

      “I can add something stronger if you like,” Milly offers. “Do you like Irish coffee?”

      “I do, but I’d better not,” I tell her. “Not if I want to win the Bomber Derby tonight?”

      “Win?” Milly gasps, a delighted smile spreading across her face. “You’re competing?”

      I nod as she throws her arms around me, squeezing me tight in a hug.

      “I’m so excited for you! I just know you’re going to kick those boys’ butt! It’s about time a woman showed them how to compete. But how did you persuade your dad to let you ride?”

      “I didn’t have to,” I say. “He’s gone to Italy, leaving Lucas in charge. Lucas said that if I want to compete, I can. He isn’t going to tell me what to do. What my dad doesn’t know won’t hurt him.”

      “That’s so cool! I told you he’s a great guy. But why do you think your dad keeps going to Italy? I overheard my parents discussing it. Nobody can figure out what he’s doing there.”

      “Beats me.” I shrug. “It’s not like my father tells me anything about his plans, even if I ask. Maybe Lucas knows something-–his adoptive mother was Italian, and he’s spent a lot of time there–-but if he does, he’s not say anything to me. It can’t be anything good though. You know what my father’s like. He never does anything without a million and one other plans going on behind the scenes. I wouldn’t be surprised if he told Lucas one thing, but the truth was completely different.”

      “I feel sorry for your father.” Milly’s statement surprises me.

      “Why would you feel sorry for him?”

      “It must be so lonely not being able to trust anyone,” she says. “All that money but he hasn’t got anyone to curl up with at night. He can’t hang out with his friends. He doesn’t have any because he can’t trust they’re not trying to get close to him to hurt him.”

      “And whose fault is that?” I snap. “My mother adored him, but he was so abusive to her, she had no choice but to run away. He could have come for me after she died, but he chose to leave me in foster care. I mean, if I’d grown up with him, who knows what our relationship would be like now? We might be close.”

      “And you’d probably be a bitch, like Ally and Taylor,” Milly points out. “Hasn’t it ever occurred to you that your father did you a favour abandoning you like that? I know you had a hard childhood, but it’s made you into the person you are today and she’s pretty darned awesome.”

      “Thanks, Mills.” I smile as Milly pours fresh cream into my coffee, just how I like it.

      We take our drinks and step outside to sit on the deck. Her house has stunning views across the Knight estate and sitting there with my best friend, I have a brief moment of forgetting my messed-up life and simply enjoying the moment for what it was.

      “Is that Archer over there?”

      Milly nudges me and I beam when I see one of my favourite people walking towards us. He’s wearing a wifebeater, the lack of sleeves showing off his well-defined muscles. I feel my cheeks reddening at the memory of those powerful arms pinning me down, while he…

      “Hey, you two.” He pulls out a chair and turns it round, sitting on it backwards. “You look like you’re having a serious conversation.”

      “Just thinking about what might have been if my arsehole father had made different decisions,” I tell him. “But I guess he’s too full of himself to do things any other way. He’s selfish to the core, and that’s never going to change.”

      “I hear that,” Archer says. “Still, I thought he was in Italy at the moment. That should give you a bit of a break.”

      “Yep, although he’s left Lucas in charge instead of me. Sexist pig.”

      “Would you expect anything else?” Archer reminds me. “It’s frustrating, but I don’t think your father would ever let you take over the family business. I have a funny feeling that the only reason he made you marry Lucas is because he didn’t want you to marry into House Navarre. If you hadn’t been engaged to Romy, you probably would have had a little longer as a single woman, but sooner or later, he’d have forced you to marry the man of his choosing. He couldn’t possibly trust you to make your own decisions when it came to important decisions like that, not with you being just a girl.”

      “You’re probably right.” I sigh. “There was no way my father was going to let me marry Romy unless it was his idea, and it fit into one of his nefarious schemes. I should have agreed to marry Romy sooner.”

      “I’m glad you didn’t.” Archer fixes me with a meaningful look. “None of us takes your marriage to Lucas seriously, which means you’re free to be with whomever you like. And isn’t it even more exciting knowing that every kiss, every caress, is a slap in the face for your father?”

      “It does feel good to go against his wishes,” I admit. “Although I feel sorry for Lucas.”

      “Why?” Archer’s tone is sharp. “Unlike you, he could have said no. He didn’t have to marry you. He’s only got himself to blame if you cheat on him.”

      “I don’t think it’s quite that simple,” I tell him. “Lucas has told me a bit about his upbringing and he hasn’t had it easy either.”

      “So?” Archer sneers. “I’ve got no sympathy for the man. And I can’t wait to rub his nose in it when I beat him in the Bomber Derby tonight.”

      “Is that right?” I smirk. “You’ll have to get past me first.”

      “I didn’t think you wanted to ride pillion.”

      “Who says I’m riding pillion?”

      I love the look of delighted surprise which comes across Archer’s face. “You don’t mean-?”

      “Yep. Since my father’s away, I’m competing. And when I win, he can’t exactly complain about me racing again. In fact, knowing my dad, he’s likely to start boasting about how amazing I am and insisting I compete in every race going.”

      “You think you’re going to win, huh?”

      “I know I am.”
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      I rev my bike, the powerful roar of the engine mingling with the other bikes to create a deafening cacophony. Lucas is lined up next to me on my right, while Archer flanks me on the left. Romy is next to him, with Declan on the other side of Archer. Just like the last few races, none of them have a girl riding behind them.

      Taylor volunteers to start the race tonight and she slowly walks up and down in front of the bikers, a loudhailer in her hands.

      “You all know the rules,” she says. “There aren’t any! Just ride your fastest and your hardest, first across the finish line wins. If you want to team up with another rider to take someone out…” She glares at me. “Feel free, but remember-–there’s still only one winner. You have Lucas and Ivy to thank for tonight’s route, so if you’ve got any problems with it, take it up with them. Now rev your engine if you’re ready to race!”

      I flip down the visor on my helmet and rev my bike. Adrenaline courses through me as Taylor makes her way to the side, safely out of the way of the bikes.

      “Ready… Set… Go!”

      The second she gives the word, I release the brakes and slam on the gas. My bike lurches forward, quickly picking up speed. I’d chosen my bike for its powerful acceleration, knowing that once I was out front, it would be easier for me to maintain my lead than try to take it from someone else.

      I come up to the first bend, a sharp turn which takes me into the grounds of the Archaic estate. With my father being away for the foreseeable future, Lucas and I decided to make the race partly off road, knowing we had bikes in the garage which could cope with the difficult terrain better than most of our competitors. When we heard the groans as the others saw the course, we’d both grinned, knowing our decision had the impact we wanted it to have.

      I take my bike across the grass, following the route which Lucas spent all afternoon marking out. Heading up a slope, my bike takes off when it reaches the top and I fly through the air for a few feet before coming back down to earth. I can hear the sound of bikes following me and there is a scream as someone crashes. I didn’t dare risk looking back to see who it is. I have a race to win!

      I lean into the next bend, my bike so close to the ground I almost fall, but I grip the handlebars tightly, determined to show the boys who’s boss. The next bit of the race involves weaving through the trees in the small forest on the estate, requiring lightning fast reflexes. I’m forced to slow down a little, which allows Lucas to shoot past me. He raises his hand in salute and I narrow my eyes. There is no way I am going to let Lucas beat me.

      He goes left round a tree, so I go right, hoping to gain some ground on him, but I realise I’d made a mistake as I see another tree looming right in front of me. I turn the handlebars sharply, kicking at the tree to make sure I get round it, but the error cost me. I emerge from the trees to see Lucas ahead of me, Romy and Archer close behind him.

      There is a short lawn after the forest, and then we are back on the road. I grin, knowing that we are about to hit a straight, which will allow me to go full throttle and make up some ground. The boys’ bikes have powerful engines too, and the noise is incredible as our speed creeps up.

      70… 80… 90… 100.

      I am closing on the three men ahead of me, but with the finish line looming, I’m not sure I’ll be able to catch up to them. Darn it. Why didn’t I just go after Lucas and overtake him as we hit the road? I knew the track. I’d helped design it! There was no excuse for making a mistake like this.

      First Lucas is ahead, then Romy, then Archer, the three of them in a dance as they vied for victory. I’m not sure which one of the three I want to win. I am not even sure I care. I want to win.

      We go round the final bend, Archer out front, Romy close behind him, Lucas snapping at their heels. I lean forward over my handlebars, willing my bike to go faster, even though I am pushing the limits of what it is capable of achieving.

      I see Romy and Archer exchange a look, nodding at each other. Suddenly, they yank their handlebars to the side, braking and stopping in the middle of the road to create a barrier in front of Lucas. He has no choice but to pull on the brakes and veer off to the edge of the road.

      The way is clear, and I speed past all three of them to cross the finish line first. I’d won!

      Milly comes rushing over to me. “That was amazing!” she squeals. “I didn’t see that coming. I’m so glad you won. You deserve it.”

      “Mmm.” I want to share in her excitement, I really do, but the reality is that if it hadn’t been for Romy’s and Archer’s intervention, I’d have come in a disappointing fourth. That wasn’t anywhere near good enough. I should have done better.

      “Well done, Ivy.” Archer and Romy come over to congratulate me. “A well-deserved victory.”

      “Hardly,” I say. “If it wasn’t for the two of you, I wouldn’t have even made it to third place.”

      “So?” Romy laughs. “That’s how it works. You know that anything goes and there are reasons why you might not want to win if it helps to have someone else win. If you want to get all deep and meaningful, the race is a metaphor for life in King Town. You may not be able to compete again in the Bomber Derby, so Archer and I agreed that you deserved to win, even if it’s only this once.”

      “Yeah, well, you could have told me that’s what you had planned. Maybe I wouldn’t have almost run into a tree trying to overtake Lucas. Or maybe I would have told you to leave him alone and let him win. One of you could have been seriously injured with that stupid stunt you pulled.”

      “Nah.” Romy laughs. “We’ve been doing this sort of thing for years. We know what we’re doing. Nobody ever gets badly hurt. Well, not often, anyway.” He and Archer exchange a glance and laugh, a rare moment of male bonding.

      “What did I miss?” Declan joins us. “Sounds like there was some drama.”

      “Ivy won,” Archer says. “And deservedly so.”

      “What about Lucas?”

      “I didn’t make it past the finish line.” Lucas limps over to join us.

      “Are you okay?” I’m surprised by how worried I am about him.

      “I’m fine,” he says. “I twisted my ankle when my bike went over, but it’s nothing that won’t be okay in a few days. The only thing that suffered any real damage was my male pride, but that’ll recover as well.” He reaches out his hand to Archer and Romy who each shake it in turn. “Nice move, guys. I should have seen it coming. But you won’t be able to get me that way next time. I’ll be first past the finish line, one way or another. Now come on. Ivy and I have a party planned which will blow you away.”

      He casually puts his arm around my shoulders to lead me away in the direction of our house where the party is being held, a signal that whatever the boys’ feelings for me might be, I still belonged to him. At least for now.
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      The heavy bass is thumping, the hall heaving with dancing bodies as we celebrate the latest Bomber Derby. I stand at the edge of the dance floor, sipping a cocktail, as I watch everyone else losing themselves in the music.

      Over by the double doors leading outside, I see Lucas deep in conversation with Isabella. Whatever it is seems serious, because Lucas glances over at me, then takes Isabella by the elbow, hurrying her outside.

      I frown and make to go after them, when Romy appears by my side.

      “Where are you going?” he asks.

      “I wanted to have a word with Lucas.”

      “Why would you want to talk to him when you could hang out with me?”

      He treats me to one of his winning smiles and I am lost. Whatever Lucas is involved in can wait until later.

      “It’s a little too loud to talk in here,” I tell him, having to yell to be heard.

      “So let’s go somewhere else.”

      I nod.

      Romy takes my hand, leading me in the opposite direction to where Lucas and Isabella had gone. I know I shouldn’t let him hold my hand in public, especially not when there are spies for my father everywhere, but I don’t care. We’re just holding hands. It is perfectly innocent.

      As we walk out of the doors to the hall, we almost bump into a couple kissing.

      “Looks like Ally’s moved on,” I murmur, as Romy leads me round the two teens and upstairs.

      “Which one’s your room?” he asks, faced with a number of identical looking doors.

      “This way.” It’s my turn to lead as we head down the corridor to the suite I share with Lucas.

      “This is nice,” says Romy politely, looking round.

      “I prefer the suite I had at yours,” I tell him. “At least there I had some kind of say over the décor. This is all my father’s idea of what a married couple would want in their home.”

      “I wasn’t going to say anything…” Romy flops down on the couch and pats the space next to him. I move to sit next to him and he put his arm around me, drawing me close.

      “This is nice.” I sighed.

      “Any time with you is nice,” Romy says, dropping a light kiss on the top of my head. I close my eyes, trying to pretend we are just a normal couple, enjoying some alone time.

      I turn to face Romy, wanting to tell him how I feel, but he anticipates the movement so his lips meet mine. He runs his hand down my front, lightly caressing my breast.

      “No. Don’t.” I push his hand away.

      “What’s wrong?” Romy frowns. “Don’t you like me kissing you anymore?”

      “I love you kissing me,” I confess. “But it doesn’t seem right to do it right next door to where Lucas and I share a bed. I know we’re just keeping up appearances, but even so. It feels wrong to do anything here when I’m supposed to be married. I know that doesn’t really make any sense, but I can’t help it.”

      “And that’s one of the reasons I love you.” My heart lurches when I hear Romy use the L word. “You put on this front like you’re a tough girl, but you’re one of the sweetest people I’ve ever met. You care so deeply about the people you love.”

      “Isn’t it a big assumption that I love you?” I keep my tone light, but I know that this is a conversation that has been a long time coming and I can’t put it off any longer. We are going to have that talk.

      “Don’t you?” Romy looks at me all vulnerable, and I can’t risk hurting him by teasing him.

      “Of course I do.”

      Romy can’t help himself. He kisses me again. “I knew it!” He pumps his fist.

      “Hold your horses, cowboy,” I warn. “Just because I have feelings for you doesn’t mean a thing. You’re not the only man I love you know.”

      “I know.” Romy shrugs. “And I can’t say it doesn’t bother me, but at the same time, I respect your choices. It’s not like I haven’t been with plenty of women. It would be wrong for me to judge you for doing the same. You’ve done your best to be discrete, but I know what’s going on with Archer and Declan. They’re good guys. If you chose one of them over me, I’d be upset, but I’d know you were with someone who really cares about you-–unlike Lucas.”

      “Why do you say Lucas doesn’t care about me? It’s thanks to him I was allowed to compete tonight.”

      “Have you listened to what you just say? ‘Allowed’? Ivy, you’re the Archaic heir. Nobody allows you to do anything. You do whatever the heck you like-–it’s your birth right!”

      I nod slowly, taking in what he said.

      “You’re right,” I say. “And you know what I want to do right now? Have sex.”

      “That’s my girl,” Romy grins and moves to kiss me, but I put my hand up between our faces.

      “But not here. Can we maybe go to your place instead? Lucas will be so caught up in hosting the party, which is going to go on for hours yet. Nobody will notice if we disappear for a while.”

      “We can do that.” Romy smiles as we get up and hurry downstairs. But as we pass through the front door, Archer spots us and comes over to join us.

      “You two look like you’re up to something,” he says. “Can I join in?”

      Romy and I exchange a look. The thought of Archer being involved in our lovemaking is something I’ve daydreamed about before, but never imagined it would be a possibility. The two of them are such macho men, I didn’t think they’d be comfortable being around another guy.

      But if you don’t ask, you never know what was possible. What’s the worst that could happen? Archer says no and Romy and I leave together? That would still work. I’ll just imagine Archer is with us, watching.

      I stand on tiptoe and whisper in Archer’s ear. “Romy and I are going over to his place to have sex. Want to join us?”

      Archer looks over at Romy, who shrugs at him in a gesture that says I’m up for it if you are.

      “Okay. But I think we ought to go to my place. We’ll have more privacy there.”

      I can’t believe my luck as we go to where Romy and Archer’s bikes are parked. There is still no sign of Lucas as I put on my helmet and climb up behind Romy. I cling tightly around his waist as he starts up the bike. The vibration from the bike’s engine added to the excitement I am feeling. By the time we reach Archer’s house, I’m already soaking. All this time I wondered who I’d choose if I had to, and now I am discovering I don’t have to make that decision.

      Romy kicks down the stand on his bike, as Archer walks over to open the door to his house. I climb off, Romy close behind me. He turns to take me by the hand.

      “Are you sure about this?” I ask him. “I don’t want you to feel that you’re being forced into anything.”

      “What-–and miss out on a new experience?” he asks. “I’ve always told you I want you to be happy and I know you have feelings for Archer. I’m not going to pretend this won’t be a bit weird, but I’m here for you, Ivy. Besides, Archer’s always claimed he’s better in bed than I am. Now we’re both going to find out how wrong he is.”

      “Are you two going to stand around talking all night?” asks Archer. “Because I thought we had other plans.”

      Romy squeezes my hand, and we follow Archer into his house and down into the basement where he has his home cinema and that enormous bed. The three of us stand there awkwardly for a moment, none of us knowing exactly how to start this.

      In the end, I make the first move, taking off my jacket and tossing it to one side before climbing onto the bed.

      “Come on, guys.” I pat the bed on either side of me. “As Archer said, we have plans and I want to make the most of our time together before Lucas notices I left our party.”

      Romy and Archer crawl onto the bed after me. Romy kisses me, slow and lingering.

      “Isn’t Ivy the best kisser?” he asks Archer.

      “I’ve always thought so,” Archer agrees, coming to kiss me.

      The two of them are very different in their technique and yet they both feel so right against my lips, Romy’s tender loving contrasting with Archer’s urgency. We sit there for a while, the two of them taking turns at kissing me. Whichever way I turn, there’s a man, and I adore them both.

      As I kiss Romy, Archer tugs at my top. I break away from Romy and the two of them help me out of my top, revealing a rather unflattering sports bra I’d chosen to protect myself during the race.

      “I don’t think you need that anymore,” Romy says, unclipping it at the front. He and Archer pull it open between them, revealing my breasts.

      The two of them lean forward, sucking and licking at the breast they are closest to. I close my eyes and throw my head back, running my hands through Romy’s hair and over Archer’s shaven head. The contrast in texture is another reminder that I have two men loving me and I wallow in the feel of them. My hands clench, tugging at Romy’s hair as their tongues flick across my nipples, driving me wild.

      “I have to get naked.” I can barely speak, I am so aroused. I finally work up the strength to push them away so I can unbutton my leather trousers.

      “Let us help you,” Romy offers.

      He takes one leg of my trousers and Archer takes the other, the pair of them pulling them off in one swift, smooth movement. They throw them to the floor, and I lean back on the bed as Romy and Archer both nuzzle against my neck. My hands fumble for their crotches, feeling a firm bulge. The boys are just as excited as I am. I spread my legs wide, wanting to expose myself to their touch.

      They take the hint as they fondle my thighs, working their way up my legs until they slip their hands inside my underwear. I am so wet, their fingers easily slip inside me, one of them finger fucking me while the other rubs my clit in erotic, circular movements. Eyes tightly closed to focus on what was happening, I have no idea whose finger is whose, and I don’t care. All I know is that I want this moment to last forever.

      With a loud cry I come, the sudden orgasm taking me by surprise. I pout. “I wanted to go on for longer.”

      “Don’t worry.” Archer grins. “We’re nowhere near done with you yet.”

      The two of them pull off my knickers, and I notice that they are stained with my juices before the boys throw them away. I am completely naked before them, completely vulnerable, yet I’ve never felt safer and taken care of.

      “Your turn, guys,” I say but kind of plead at the same time.

      Romy and Archer look at each other and shrug. They stand on either side of the bed and unzip their trousers, revealing two very impressive erections.

      “Come closer.” I crook my finger, beckoning them to both come within easy reach. They kneel on either side of me, giving me access to their gorgeous cocks.

      I take Romy’s cock into my mouth for a few sucks then suck on Archer for a while. I turn from one to the other then back again, doing just enough to arouse them both, only titillating them with promises of pleasure to come.

      “I need one of you to fuck me. Now,” I order.

      “Go for it, Archer,” says Romy.

      “You’re the guest,” he counters. “You go first.”

      “I don’t care who goes first,” I say. “Just fuck me!”

      Romy climbs between my legs as Archer goes to the side of the bed so I can suck on him while Romy slips inside me. I moan, feeling my pussy clench to hold Romy tight as he thrusts into me. I lift my hips to meet him. He knows my body well enough to find the perfect angle to make me cry out, and I feel myself heading towards another orgasm.

      “I’m going to come,” says Romy, pulling out. “But I don’t want this to end just yet. Your turn, Archer.”

      Archer and Romy switch places, and I smile, loving the weight of Archer on top of me. I turn my head to take Romy’s cock in my mouth, licking off the precum. I love the taste of him.

      Archer pounds into me, his movements more urgent than Romy. It’s like he’s read my mind, knowing that this is what I need to come again. I suck eagerly on Romy, working him with my hand as well as my mouth, my desire for him increasing as I spiral towards another all-encompassing orgasm. As it takes over, I finally let go of Romy and let myself relax into the most powerful orgasm I’ve ever experienced and Romy comes on my chest.

      Archer lay on top of me, not wanting to come yet but he soon speeds up, finishing not long after. He gives me time to recover my breath, his cock twitching inside me as I come back down to earth.

      I collapse on top of Archer, feeling Romy against my back. He kisses me on the shoulder, the three of us lying there intertwined, waiting for our breathing to return to normal.

      “I don’t know if I’ll be able to walk any time soon,” I say.

      “You and me both,” smiles Archer, as we tumble back onto the bed, me lying in the middle with the boys on either side of me.

      “Have you ever done anything like that before?” I finally ask.

      “No,” says Archer.

      “I’ve been with two women at the same time,” Romy tells us.

      “Now why doesn’t that surprise me?” I say.

      “They asked me to do it!” Romy protests. “It would have been rude for me to say no.”

      “Uh-huh.” I laugh as the two of them cuddle up to me. I’ve often fantasized about being with two men-–what girl hasn’t? But I never imagined it would ever be possible. I’d always thought it would be disappointing or weird, but this was way better than anything I’ve ever imagined.

      I guess that’s what happens when you’re in love with both of the men you’ve just fucked.

      “So where does this leave us?” I ask.

      “Beats me.” Archer shrugs. “You’re still married, so until we get you out of that relationship, all we can do is snatch some time together whenever the opportunity arises.”

      “Is that why you agreed to come with me and Romy?”

      “Yes,” Archer confesses. “I must admit, I’ve never really thought about being in a threesome with another man, but I’m never going to turn down the chance to see you naked.  I focused on you and making you happy, and I enjoyed myself in the meantime. I’m never going to regret making you happy.”

      “So things aren’t going to be weird between us all?”

      “Not at my end,” Archer says.

      “I’m cool,” says Romy. “It’s like Archer said. It’s all about making you happy.”

      “I suppose we ought to get back to the party before anyone notices I’m gone,” I sigh. “The downsides of being the host.”

      “Can I suggest a shower before we go back?” Archer says. “You walk into the hall looking like that and everyone will know what you’ve been doing. My shower’s big enough for the three of us.”

      We all exchange glances and grin.

      “Yeah. A shower sounds like just what I need right now.” I say what we are all thinking.
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      The party is still in full swing as we pull up outside my house.

      “I don’t think we needed to worry about anyone missing us,” says Romy as we head back into the house.

      He spoke too soon.

      “Where did you guys go?” Lucas comes out to meet us as we head towards the dance hall.

      “Oh, it was getting a bit too stuffy, so I wanted some fresh air,” I lie. “Romy offered to take me for a buzz on his bike and Archer said he fancied a break as well, so the three of us went for a ride together. After my victory earlier today, I felt like a break from riding.”

      “Speaking of your victory,” says Lucas, seemingly buying my story, “well played, guys. I should have known you’d pull something like that. I was planning on doing a sudden move, but I saw Ivy coming up behind me, so if I’d pulled out in front of her, it would have taken both of us out of the race. As it is, an Archaic victory is still an Archaic victory, no matter which one of us won. Well done, wife.”

      He puts a subtle emphasis on the word wife as he puts his arm around my neck and kisses the top of my head, letting the others know who really owns me. I could laugh at his naivety. If only he knew what we’d been doing not so long ago, he wouldn’t be anywhere near so smug.

      “Anyway, I came to find you because I thought we should break open the champagne and formally toast your win, Ivy,” Lucas says. “I would have done it earlier, but I had to deal with some business.”

      “Oh yes,” I say lightly. “I saw you talking to Isabella earlier. Anything wrong?”

      “No, no. Everything’s fine.” I’ve spent enough time with Lucas to know when he’s lying and something is definitely up.

      “Are you sure? Is everything okay with my father?”

      “It’s fine, although he’s going to be staying away for a little longer than planned,” Lucas tells me. “Something’s come up that needs his personal attention, so he’s going to be staying in Italy for a few more days to sort it out. Nothing you need to worry about though.”

      “Well, I am just the wife,” I beam brightly, doing my best Stepford Wife impression.

      “Glad you’re finally accepting that,” says Lucas, ignoring my sarcasm. “Now come and have some champagne with me.”

      He moves to take my hand, but Archer steps forward. “Actually, Lucas, do you mind if I have a very quick word with Ivy? I’ll send her after you in a minute or two. Promise.”

      “Haven’t you just been out on a ride together?” say Lucas grumpily. “Couldn’t you have talked then?”

      “Come off it, Lucas,” says Archer. “You know it’s impossible to have a conversation when you’re speeding down the road. I guarantee it won’t take long.”

      “Fine,” Lucas huffs. “Ivy, I’ll be in the main hall waiting for you. Make sure you don’t take long-–everyone will want to congratulate you.”

      He storms off to the hall, leaving me with Archer and Romy.

      “What is it?” I ask. “Didn’t you get enough of me earlier?”

      “I’ll never have enough of you,” Archer confides. “But that’s not what this is about. Have you had a chance to check out your father’s schedule yet?”

      “Are you kidding?” I say. “I haven’t been able to get anywhere near his study. Whenever I’ve tried, Isabella pops up or Lucas suddenly decides we need to be spending quality time together. It’s like they know what we’re planning and they’re deliberately trying to stop us.”

      “How could they know?” Archer asks.

      “I have no idea,” I reply. “I haven’t talked about it with anyone. So unless one of you has said something, which I doubt, or I’ve been talking in my sleep, which I’m pretty certain I don’t do, it’s just the typical Archaic paranoia coming into play and they don’t like me roaming round the house myself. My father’s always kept me on a tight lead when I’ve been home, so it’s no surprise that Lucas is continuing with that tradition while he’s away. For all that he’s been really nice to me, I wouldn’t be surprised if he was still working with my father on some nefarious scheme.”

      “Okay,” says Archer. “Let’s assume you’re not going to get any time to yourself any time soon. I’m going to try and break into Solomon’s office.”

      “Don’t.” I shake my head. “It’s too dangerous.”

      “I used to work for your father, remember?” Archer assures. “The guards know me, so I can sweet talk my way round them if they see me. And I know a lot of the security codes your father uses for his safes. Of course, he may well have changed them, but he’s arrogant enough to think no one would get that close to him, so if we’re lucky, everything will have stayed the same. I might be able to find something which will help us with our plans.”

      I hesitate for a moment, unsure whether I’m comfortable with Archer putting himself in danger like this. “Okay,” I say finally. “I can’t hang around here any longer. Lucas is expecting me. Do what you need. Just stay safe, okay?”

      “Always.”

      I kiss the top of my fingers and waved goodbye as he turns and heads off in the direction of my father’s study.

      “What say you and I go get some champagne?” Romy says, offering me his arm. We walk into the dance hall together, to be greeted by a thunderous cheer.

      “Ivy! Ivy! Ivy!”

      Lucas walks over and wraps his arm around my waist. The whole touch is seriously uncomfortable for me.

      “Congratulations, Ivy,” he says, side-eying Romy, who simply smiles. “I’m so proud of you. You brought the title home for House Archaic.”

      “Time for your victory lap!” Romy suddenly bent down and picked me up. Lucas comes and stands by his side and I find myself perched on top of their shoulders as they parade me round the hall. Everywhere I looked there are happy faces, people cheering me on, glad that I’d taken the title away from the boys.

      For the first time since my father kidnapped me, I feel like maybe, just maybe, I do belong here.

      At last, Lucas and Romy set me down, and Lucas is the one who holds me close. Appearances are all that matter, and it is important Lucas and I maintain a united front. A win for one of us is a win for all of House Archaic.

      “Mind if I interrupt?”

      Lucas and I break apart as Ally taps me on the shoulder. I turn to face her and she hands me a glass of champagne.

      “Can we talk?” she asks. “In private?”

      “Sure.” I follow her outside, away from the hustle and bustle of the party. From experience, it is going to go on until the wee hours of the morning, but I am not sure I am going to be able to last much longer. It has been such an eventful night and all I really want to do is curl up in bed with one of my boys. Instead, it seems like there is even more politicking to get through.

      “Look, I know we got off on the wrong foot when we first met,” Ally begins.

      “You can say that again,” I say coldly. “I don’t like bullies.”

      “Yeah. You made that clear.” Ally rubs her cheek, remembering the hard slaps I’d treated her to when I stopped her taunting Milly. “Although if you’d grown up here, you’d understand that’s just how we do things.”

      “Maybe it’s time you tried another way,” I tell her. “Now if all you wanted to do is walk down memory lane together, I think I’d rather do that with someone who wasn’t so much of a bitch.”

      I move to go back inside, but Ally grabs my arm.

      “Ivy, wait. This isn’t how I meant for this to go. We really need to talk.”

      I inhale deeply. “So talk and get it over with.”

      “You have no idea how much it meant to me, to Taylor, to all us girls to see you cross the finish line first,” Ally says. “That’s the first time a woman’s been allowed to compete in the Bomber Derby and to see you win was incredible. This town has been living in the Dark Ages for too long. Us girls get to ride behind the boys while they take all the glory. Our job is to look pretty for them while they have all the fun. And I say enough. It’s time for the women to stand up for ourselves and take action. I think you’re right. It is time to try another way. Taylor and I have been talking and we want to set up a girl’s House group. My family’s affiliated with House Archaic, which is why I was Head Girl before you, but Taylor’s connected to House Dauphin. If we could get Milly involved and maybe Nicola Navarre, we could create our own team. With you leading us, people would listen and we could make some real change in King Town. What do you think? Are you in?”

      I look at her, considering what she just said. I like the sound of it, but this is Ally we are talking about here. How can I trust her?

      “I’ll talk to Milly about it and get back to you,” I finally say.
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      The day after the Bomber Derby I wake up late with a thumping headache. People kept refilling my champagne each time I emptied the glass. The cost of all the champagne I’d drunk would probably have been enough to keep Trudy in groceries for a month.

      I get out of bed and stumble over to the bathroom. Looking at myself in the mirror, I look like death warmed up. I desperately need a shower.

      Standing under the jet of hot water, I feel human again. I remember what Ally had said last night about a girl House group. Now that I’ve had a chance to sleep on it, it isn’t such a bad idea. Not only had she bullied Milly for years, she’d been dating Declan before he broke up with her to be with me. How could I trust anything she says?

      Shutting off the water, I decide I need to go over to see Milly. She’s known Ally a lot longer than I have. She’ll know whether this is a good idea or another twisted scheme.

      I walk out of the bathroom and almost run into Lucas.

      “It lives!” he jokes.

      I roll my eyes and shake my head. “Not now, Lucas. I’m not in the mood.”

      “I didn’t think you would be after the amount of champagne you were downing last night. That’s why I’ve made you a full English breakfast, bacon, fried bread, bacon, beans, bacon, eggs, and did I mention bacon?”

      “You made it?”

      “Well, I got the cook to make it, but it was all my idea and the bacon is particularly crispy, just the way you like it. Come on. Baaaaa-cooooon!”

      He finally coaxes a laugh out of me. “Fine. I don’t really feel like eating right now, but since you’ve made the cooks go to so much trouble, I’ll give it a go. I’ll meet you in the dining room in five, okay?”

      “See you there.”

      Lucas leaves to go downstairs, giving me some privacy to get dressed. I pull on a pair of frayed grey jeans and a T shirt with a picture of a grumpy hedgehog on it with the tagline I’m sorry I’m late. I didn’t want to come. It pretty much sums up my feelings at the moment. I’d much rather be having coffee at Milly’s than having to make small talk with Lucas, but I was taught never to waste food, so I was going to have to eat something.

      Isabella sits with Lucas in the dining room, the two of them deep in conversation. When they see me walk in they immediately stop talking about whatever is so important.

      “Have some food before it gets cold, Ivy,” Lucas invites, pulling out the chair next to him.

      I take the seat he offers, looking out at the spread laid out on the table in front of us. There’s enough food to feed an army. I am going to have to disappoint my foster mother. No way am I going to be able to eat all this, not with how delicate I am feeling.

      I pour myself a cup of coffee, thick and black. Just what I need. I close my eyes, inhaling the aroma. The caffeinated smell immediately perks me up.

      “Isabella was just telling me that someone tried to break into your father’s study last night,” Lucas says. “You wouldn’t have any idea who that would be, would you?”

      “Me?” I shake my head, years of lying to foster families giving me the ability to be convincing. “I was too busy partying to care what happened in that part of the house.”

      “Well, your father will be back later today,” Isabella informs me. “So he’ll be able to review the security footage in his office for himself. After what happened with your three friends, he increased the number of cameras about the place, so there are a few in his office even the guards don’t know about. You can’t trust anyone, not even highly paid guards.”

      “He’s coming back today?” It takes all my willpower not to show how nervous I am at the thought of Archer being caught on camera. It is more important than ever I get over to see him and Milly today.

      “Yes,” Isabella says. “He’s finished with his business in Italy and he says he’s been missing you too much to want to stay away any longer.”

      “How sweet of him.” I’m proud of being able to keep almost all the sarcasm out of my voice. “What was he doing there again?”

      “That’s highly confidential,” Isabella deflects.

      “You mean, you don’t know either?” I am being facetious, but the way Isabella’s cheeks coloured tells me I hit a nerve.

      “I mean that if your father wants you to know why he was in Italy, he’ll tell you himself,” she snaps. “Lucas, he’s asked that you meet him at the airport. He has a few things he wants to talk about with you.”

      “But not with me?”

      “He only requested Lucas’s presence,” Isabella confirms.

      “Wow. He really did miss me then,” I say. “Fine. I’ll go and see Milly then.”

      “That sounds like a good idea,” Lucas says, not reacting to my irritation. “But at least have some bacon first. You can’t subsist on coffee.”

      I can. But I help myself to a few rashers of bacon, some mushrooms, and a generous dollop of scrambled eggs. Taking a bite of the bacon, I close my eyes and moan. It really is that good.

      “I told you the bacon was amazing,” Lucas grins. “It’s the only cure for a hangover.”

      He’s right. After a few mouthfuls of bacon, I’m feeling better. I even help myself to a bit more, loving the salty crispiness of it.

      “Right. I’m heading over to Milly’s,” I say after I clear my plate. “I’m taking my bike and I’ll be back later today, so don’t worry about lunch for me.”

      “Are you sure? I can get cook to make you some bacon sandwiches?” Lucas offers.

      “Much as the bacon is awesome, I’ve had enough for now,” I tell him. “I’ll see you later.”

      I push my chair back and get up to leave. As the dining room doors close behind me, I could have sworn I heard them mention Archer’s name. The thought of what my father might do if he finds out that Archer tried to break into his study makes my blood run cold.

      I want to go see Milly to discuss Ally’s proposal, but now I have to get there to warn Archer he might be in danger.

      
        
        🙜🙞

      

      

      I pound on Archer’s door, desperate to speak to him. It seems like forever before he answers it. He’s clearly just woken up. He is wearing nothing but his pyjama bottoms, showing off his toned abs, but I can’t appreciate how sexy he looks when my father is going to be home any minute and will see Archer on camera going through his things.

      “Ivy! This is a rather pleasant surprise.” He leans against the doorframe, looking me up and down in a way that makes it hard for me to focus on why I am there.

      “You won’t think that when you hear what I’ve got to say.” I push past him and into his lounge. I’m too nervous to sit, so I pace up and down.

      “Calm down, Ivy. Whatever it is, you’re freaking me out.”

      Archer comes and stands in front of me, putting his hands on my shoulders to stop me moving.

      “You should be freaked out,” I say. “My father’s coming home today and he’s got new hidden cameras in his study. Isabella asked me if I knew who tried to break into his study last night, so whatever you did, you weren’t careful enough. As soon as Dad gets home, he’s going to see what you did and then all hell will break loose.”

      “No, it won’t.” Archer smiles.

      “Of course it will.” I can’t believe Archer isn’t worried. “Don’t you get it, Archer? We’re busted. They know you broke into his study. They’re just stringing things out to see if I’ll crack.”

      “They don’t know anything,” Archer tells me. “Maybe they suspect something, but that’s as far as it goes.”

      “How do you know?”

      “Because I didn’t try to break into your father’s study,” he explains. “I couldn’t get anywhere near it. There were too many guards, so I pretended I just wanted to say hi and let them know no hard feelings. They were just doing their job when they held me, Romy, and Declan. The thing your father doesn’t realise is that money isn’t enough when it comes to buying people’s loyalty. I’ve seen first-hand how he treats his staff. He makes it easy for me to get them to talk to me. I didn’t get to find out details of your father’s schedule, but I did find out a few interesting things, which includes the fact that he’s selling his plane.”

      “Selling it?” I frown. “But that makes no sense. He loves that plane. He always boasts about how important he is to have his own private plane and how it’s kitted out to his precise specifications. He’s not going to fly to Italy with a commercial airline.”

      “Yeah, well, whatever’s going on, it’s pretty clear we’re going to have to change our plans,” Archer says. “We can’t bomb his plane if there’s no plane to bomb.”

      “So we’re back to square one.” I sigh.

      “Maybe,” Archer says. “Now that I’ve reconnected with some of the guards, I might be able to persuade one of them to turn against your father. They’re not happy with the way he’s been treating them recently. I don’t think it would take much to get one of them to give us some information we could use. It’s not a complete loss.”

      “But how did Isabella and Lucas know you tried to break into my father’s study?”

      “They were just fishing.” Archer shrugs. “It’s the kind of thing people do at parties. We all try and see if we can look around each other’s houses. It’s an unspoken rule-–any chance to gain an advantage over your rival must be taken. It’s a matter of honour. So, they made an educated guess to see what your reaction would be. Did you tell them anything?”

      “Of course not!” I can’t believe Archer would even consider that. “I figured it was easier to pretend I didn’t know anything than try and make up some story I’d forget later. I’ve gotten away with a lot of things over my years in foster care. I know how to cover my tracks-–and cover for my friends. I didn’t tell them anything.”

      “Good.” Archer nods. “So it looks like we’re in the clear. Now that that’s settled, fancy a coffee? Or something else?”

      He looks me meaningfully in the eyes and I catch my breath. Even though it has only been a few hours since I’d slept with him and Romy, I can’t get enough of him. Of any of my boys.

      He cups my cheek in his hand, tenderly stroking it with his thumb. “How about that coffee then?”

      “Are you kidding me? Kiss me, Archer.”

      He doesn’t need telling twice. He leans forward, his lips meeting mine. I close my eyes, my knees weak as I sink into his kiss. We fit together so perfectly, our bodies made for each other.

      Archer rains kisses all over my face, on my nose, my cheeks, my lips, delicate little butterflies that drive me wild as he makes his way down to my neck. He nibbles and licks, an erotic mix of titillation and tickling that makes my whole body tense with anticipation.

      “Archer…” I groan, as Archer reaches down to pull my T-shirt over my head. I’m glad I hadn’t bothered with a bra this morning.

      “It says you didn’t want to come,” he says, tossing it to one side. “Are you sure about that?”

      “What do you think?” I sigh as Archer runs his hands over my breasts, squeezing my nipples to make them erect.

      We tumble down onto the couch together, literally falling into each other’s arms. I love the feel of his bare chest against me, our hands exploring each other, our legs intertwined. I can feel the bulge of Archer’s erection against my thigh, promising delights yet to come.

      I fumble at the zipper of my jeans and Archer helps me pull them off. Whipping off his PJ bottoms, we are naked in record time, desperate to be together.

      I lay back on the couch, legs wide. His mouth meets mine and his hand is between my legs, the movement of his tongue mirroring the movement of his fingers as he plays with my clit. I am soaking wet, ready to take his cock inside me, but he’s so skilled at touching me. I want this to go on forever.

      My nails dig into his skin as I feel my body edging closer and closer to orgasm. I cry out as he finally tips me over the edge, but he isn’t done. My body is still trembling with the force of my orgasm as he slams into me, his cock easily sliding in.

      The soft cushions of the couch cradle me as he nuzzles my neck, his hips grinding against mine. I feel so safe, so loved in his arms. If I could stay in this moment, enjoying him possessing me for the rest of my life, I’d die a happy woman. Archer knows exactly how to please a woman and he’s proven his devotion to me time and again with the way he makes me feel.

      His movements slow and he kisses me on the lips. “Do you want to try something else?” he asks.

      I nod, too lost in pleasure to speak.

      Archer pulls himself off me and helps me up. He sits on the couch and turns me so that my back is to him. He grips my hips and guides me back down onto his cock so I am sitting on him, facing away. Then, instead of thrusting into me, he moves my hips so that I’m grinding against him. He’s balls deep in me, stretching me further than I ever thought possible. His balls rub against my clit, echoing the way he made me come with his fingers.

      I grip his thighs with my hands, my nails scratching him hard enough to draw blood, but Archer doesn’t care. He is so focused on keeping this going for as long as possible, wanting to make me come a second time.

      And it isn’t long before he achieves his goal.

      The feel of my breasts bouncing with every movement, the knowledge I am completely in control, the sensation of his balls massaging against me all combine to push me over the edge. I cry out in pleasure as Archer finally allows himself to thrust up into me, a few strokes is all it takes to join me in the ultimate erotic experience.

      Our movements slow, and I look over my shoulder at Archer, still panting. “That was just what I needed,” I tell him.

      “You and me both.” He grins, running a finger down my spine. My body is so sensitive, it makes me shudder. “So, do you want that coffee now?”

      “Sure. Do you mind if I quickly use your shower while you make it?”

      “You know where it is.”

      I smile as I clean myself, thinking about the last time I’d been in this shower. Archer and Romy had made sure I was thoroughly cleaned. I’ve never had a threesome before and maybe never would again, but that’s a memory I’ll always treasure. It was probably thanks to the champagne that the three of us had wound up in bed together. There’s no way the guys would have done that if they were completely sober.

      Only we’d all come on bikes. They weren’t that drunk…

      I wonder whether Declan would ever be interested in doing something like that. It never ceases to amaze me how different men were in bed. Declan is the least confident of my lovers, but he has nothing to worry about. There is nothing wrong with his technique and he cares so much about making me happy, I am always guaranteed a good time with him. Imagine Declan joining in with Archer and Romy…

      Enough, Ivy! I shake my head, trying not to be so greedy. I know the time is fast approaching when I’ll have to choose one of the guys over the other. I can’t continue to juggle them like this. Once I manage to get my marriage annulled, I’ll have to pick one, and the thought breaks my heart, but it’s the fair thing to do.

      I am just going to have to make the most of the three of them while I still can.

      I return downstairs, towel drying my hair. Archer is sitting at the dining table, two steaming mugs of coffee in front of him as well as a plate filled with pastries.

      “Help yourself,” he says as I sit down next to him. “Unless you fancy going downstairs to watch a movie? I’ve got a preview copy of the latest Liam Hemsworth film. It’s an action adventure where he’s having to race round the world solving a puzzle to save the life of his girlfriend.”

      “Sounds awesome, but I need to see Milly,” I tell him. “I’d love to hang out with you, but Ally came to me with an interesting proposal last night and I want to discuss it with Mills.”

      “Oh, yeah?” Archer raises an eyebrow. “Sounds intriguing.”

      “Yeah, well, it’s Ally, so I don’t know if I can trust her, but I figured I could run it past Milly and see what she thinks. I mean, she’s had to deal with Ally for years. If anyone knows whether it’s worth making a deal with her or not, it’ll be Mills.”

      “After the way Ally’s treated Milly, I think I can predict what the answer will be,” Archer says.

      “Me too,” I agree, “but I still want to talk about it with her. Besides, I told Lucas I was coming here to see her, so I should at least say hi before I head home to deal with my father. I don’t know what time he’s due back, so I probably shouldn’t stay out too long. You know what he’s like if I’m not there to jump the second he clicks his fingers.”

      Archer nods sympathetically.

      The coffee is just what I need, the jolt of caffeine chasing away the final remnants of my hangover. Sitting there at the table with Archer is a reminder of what life might have been like if I hadn’t been forced into marrying Lucas. He tries hard to make things nice, and he is considerate, but we simply don’t have the connection I have with the boys. I can never fully relax around him because I can’t quite trust him.  Not the way I trust Archer with my life.

      “Thanks for that.” I lean over and kiss him. He tastes of coffee and the promise of sex. “Mmm, you are way too tempting, Archer Knight. You make me want to get naked all over again.”

      “I’m not stopping you,” he points out.

      “No,” I sigh. “Much as I’d love to, I’ve got to see Milly and get home. If I walk in stinking of you I think my father will go nuts. As it is, since they suspect you are the one that’s been snooping around, I’m going to have to tread carefully to make sure they think they have nothing to worry about. If they think I was with you instead of your sister, my father will probably call in the interrogators. He’s made it very clear that just because I’m his daughter doesn’t mean I can expect any special treatment.”

      “That’s Solomon for you.” Archer walks me to his door. “If he crosses the line, call me. I don’t care where you are. I’ll burn down the house to get to you if I have to.”

      “Thanks, Archer. I appreciate it.” We kiss one last time and I get on my bike to travel the short distance to Milly’s house.
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      “Iveeeeeeee!” Milly squeals and throws her arms around me when she sees me standing on her doorstep. “What are you doing here?”

      “I need to talk to you. Something interesting happened.”

      “Sounds serious,” Milly says. “Anything I need to worry about?”

      “I don’t think so,” I reply. “But that’s why I wanted to talk to you. I figure you’d know better than I would what’s really going on.”

      “You better come in then.”

      I follow Milly into her quirkily decorated lounge. “Coffee?” she offers.

      “No, thanks. I’ve just had some at Archer’s.”

      “Oh, you went to see my brother before you came to see me?” She fixes me with a glare.

      “I’m sorry, Mills.”

      “It’s okay.” She laughs. “I’m just kidding. If I were you, I’d take any opportunity to visit my boyfriend too.”

      “Archer’s not my-” I break off. Who am I kidding? “Okay, but maybe he’s not my boyfriend, so much as my lover, what with my being married. But I didn’t come here to talk about my stupidly complicated love life.”

      “Oh yes. What’s this interesting thing that’s happened?”

      “Ally came to me last night and suggested we come together to make a girls’ House group.”

      “I see.” Milly’s face falls. “Well, I suppose you and Ally will make a powerful team.”

      “No, you don’t understand. When she said we, she was talking about her, Taylor, Nicola maybe, me… and you.”

      “Me? Ally wants to be in an alliance with me?”

      “Yeah. She says that the time has come to change how things are done in King Town and I agree with her. This place is archaic-–and I should know. It’s time the women stepped into their power. If we come together, we can stop the men running the show by themselves. We can compete in the Bomber Derby. I think anyone should be able to compete, regardless of gender or status. We can stop all the stupid secret squirrel stuff everyone’s got going on and bring the Houses together. We can put an end to the mind games my dad’s a master of, and get people to talk. I mean, can you imagine that? People actually communicating with each other?”

      “That’s pretty out there,” Milly agrees.

      “But it means working with Ally and Taylor, and I know they’ve made your life hell for years,” I remind her. “I’m not going to do it without you, but I’m not going to force you to do anything you don’t want to. If you think Ally and Taylor are up to something and this is just another scheme to get at us, then I’ll tell Ally no, and that’ll be the end of it.”

      “I think we should do it.” Milly’s reply surprises me.

      “Really? Are you sure?”

      “Very,” Milly says.

      “You’re a better person than I am,” I admit. “I don’t think I could ever forgive Ally for treating me the way she treated you.”

      “It’s not about forgiveness,” Milly tells me. “It’s about what we can achieve together. Ally doesn’t have your status, but she does know how to play the social game of King Town better than anyone I know. It’s why she made Head Girl. Pilkington knew that she was the best person to look after House Archaic’s interests and she’d made sure that the Archaics were top of the House table because she’s so ruthless.”

      “But aren’t you worried she’ll turn that ruthlessness on us?”

      “It’s always a possibility,” Milly says. “But I don’t think that’s what’s going on here. Ever since you came to King Town, you’ve changed things. I don’t think you realise how much influence you have on the people around you. I’m not surprised you’ve got my brother tailing after you like a little puppy dog. I’ve never seen him like this with anyone. And it’s not just him. Romy has suddenly stopped playing the field. He won’t even look at another woman. Declan is clearly head over heels in love with you. Anyone with any sense would want to be on your team, and Ally’s not stupid.”

      “But I stole Declan from her,” I point out.

      “No, you didn’t.” Milly shakes her head. “Ally’s been cheating on him their entire relationship. It was only a matter of time before he found out and left her. I don’t even think she really liked him. She was only with him because he was an heir and it helped boost her social standing. Everyone can see that Declan’s head over heels in love with you. You’re a much better match for him.” Milly looks me straight in the eye. “If she’s proposed a truce, she means it. And she’s right. Us girls could start a revolution, make things better for everyone. It’s not just the women who’ll benefit from a more equal community. Don’t you think the boys are just as tired of all the petty little games? I say we give her a chance. If she turns out to be playing us, we’ll find a way to get back at her, but I don’t think she is. Your victory last night did a lot to shake things up. Anyone with any sense would be on your side.”

      “All right.” I never thought I’d say these words, but that was how weird my life is. “I guess we’re going to work with Ally and Taylor. It’s about time people saw what girl power can do.”

      “And you know what the first rule I want to introduce will be?” Milly asks.

      “What?”

      “No cheating or stealing boyfriends from each other. Not that I’m likely to have a boyfriend any time soon. The one guy I like is already taken. But if we’re going to support each other, we have to really support each other. That means if a boy comes on to us and we know he’s got a girlfriend we immediately tell her. Let’s flush out the rats in this place. It would do a lot to stop all the bitchiness and bickering.”

      “I didn’t know you liked someone.”

      Milly blushes. “It’s just a dumb crush.”

      “Don’t be silly, Mills. If you like someone, you like someone. There’s nothing dumb about it. Who’s the lucky guy?”

      “Sorry, Ivy, but I can’t say.” She looks away. “Like I said, he’s already in a relationship, so it’s pointless talking about it. I’m never going to be the other woman, not for anyone.”

      “Good for you, Milly.” I smile and nudge her with my elbow. “That’s the kind of self-respect I’m talking about. If we work together with the other girls instead of against each other all the time, there’s no limit to what we can achieve.”
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      As I walk through the door at home, Isabella comes out to meet me.

      “You took your time, Ivy.” She frowns disapprovingly.

      “As I told Lucas, I went to see my best friend,” I say. “I’m sorry that we lost track between girly giggles and gossip.”

      “Solomon’s home,” Isabella says. “And he’s waiting for you. I suggest you go straight to his study and don’t keep him waiting any longer.”

      “Yes, sir.” I salute sarcastically and head in to see my father.

      I knock on the door and wait for the command to enter. Nothing. I knock again. Still no reply. I knock one last time and am about to give up and go to my suite when the door suddenly swings open, the guard on the other side finally letting me in.

      “Why so impatient, Ivy?” My father glares at me. “You know full well that I don’t take kindly to people attempting to beat down my door. Knock once and wait for me to be ready to see you.”

      “I’m sorry, Dad. I just missed you so much, I couldn’t wait to see you again.”

      I know I’m lying. He knows I was lying. But the appearance of loyalty seems to mollify him a little, and he motions to me to take a seat at his desk opposite him.

      “How was your trip?” I ask.

      “It could have been better,” my father replies, “but I got the business done I went out to do, which is all that matters.”

      “I guess you’ll miss having all those trips to Italy,” I say. “I’ve heard it’s a beautiful country.”

      “It is,” my father agrees. “And no doubt one day your husband will take you to see it. But why do you say I’ll miss my trips to Italy?”

      My heart sinks as I realise I’d put my foot in it. “Oh, just that if you’re selling the plane, it’s going to be difficult for you to keep going out there. Unless you’re selling it to get an upgrade? It can’t be that your business is in trouble. I know how good you are at what you do.”

      I am babbling, trying to cover my nerves, but it is no use. My father can see straight through me.

      “Selling my plane? Interesting. How did you find out about that?”

      “I can’t quite remember. You must have told me,” I say. “Either that or I overheard you and Isabella talking about it. I definitely got it from you.”

      “Is that right?” My father arches an eyebrow, motioning to the guard standing by the door. “Gary, go fetch Dave for me.”

      “Yes, sir.” Gary nods curtly, turns and leaves the room.

      “What’s happening? Did I do something wrong?”

      “No, no, Ivy.” My father smiles, making a calm down gesture at me. “You haven’t done anything wrong. In fact, you’ve behaved exactly as I’d hoped you would. I owe you a debt of gratitude.”

      This doesn’t sound good.

      A couple of minutes later Gary comes back in accompanied by Dave, one of my favourite guards. Whereas most of the guards would barely even look at me, Dave was always happy to say hello and tell me stories about his wife and two little girls.

      “You wanted to see me, sir?”

      “Yes, Dave. We have something important to discuss.”

      “Do you need me to do something for you?”

      “Not anymore. You’ve already done it.”

      I frown and Dave looks a little worried as my father stands up and slowly walks round his desk to lean against it, facing Dave.

      “You see, I have long suspected that I have a leak in my security,” my father says. “But that can’t be possible, can it? After all, my guards are all loyal to me. None of you would betray me, would you?”

      “No, sir.”

      “So then why would you tell my enemies information I gave you in confidence?”

      Without warning, my father lunges forward and grabs a fistful of Dave’s hair. Pulling on it hard, he forces Dave down to his knees.

      “Urgh!” Dave grunts. “I don’t know what you’re talking about, I swear! I haven’t told anyone anything.”

      “Oh, Dave, Dave, Dave.” My father tuts. “It’s pointless trying to maintain this façade. I have irrefutable proof that you are the mole. The only thing I want to know is why? Why turn your back on me when I’ve treated you like one of my own, cared for you and your family? You’d have wanted for nothing if you only stayed loyal.”

      “But I have!” There are tears in Dave’s eyes from the pain of my father twisting his hair.

      “I suppose I’ll have to spell it out.” My father sighs dramatically. “I knew that someone was passing on my secrets, but I didn’t know who, so I gave out a number of false stories to different people. Depending on which story made it out to the rumour mill, I’d know who couldn’t keep their mouth shut.” He casually slaps Dave across the face. “And it turns out that the lucky winner is you. You are the only person who thought I was going to sell my plane.” He looks up at me with a smile on his face that says, isn’t that ridiculous? “Like I would ever be without my plane when I’ve got so many more trips to Italy planned. I knew my darling daughter was still talking to my enemies, so I relied on her to let me know which story had made it back to them. The second she told me, I knew it was you. And I have to say, Dave, I’m disappointed. Of all my guards, you were the last I thought would betray.”

      “But I didn’t, I promise.” Dave is begging, and it breaks my heart to see him so pitiful. “All I did was have a chat with Archer Knight during the party. I didn’t tell him anything he didn’t seem to already know.”

      “And yet no one else thought I was selling my plane.” My father shrugs. “But thank you for your honesty. I suspected Archer was still managing to weasel information out of my daughter and it doesn’t surprise me he was able to play you like that, although I had hoped you had sense enough to resist.”

      He let go of Dave’s hair and helps him up, kissing him on both cheeks.

      “So I’m forgiven?” Hope shone in Dave’s eyes.

      “Of course.” My father pulls out a gun from his shoulder holster and shoots Dave square in the forehead. “Not.”

      I scream as Dave collapses to the floor.

      “Let that be a lesson to you, Ivy.” My father calmly returns to his chair as if nothing happened. “Be careful who you trust. Not everyone is who they appear to be. And now that you have a husband, I have a second heir, so be careful who you choose to associate with in the future. It would be better for you if you became pregnant sooner rather than later to guarantee the continuation of my line. Take that as a simple piece of fatherly advice. You may leave.”

      He waves me away, and I am glad for the opportunity to escape. I edge round Dave’s body, trying not to get any blood on my shoes as I practically run to the door and up to my suite.

      “Is everything okay, Ivy?” Lucas is already in our rooms and he immediately comes over to hug me when he sees my face.

      “No, everything’s not okay.” I am shaking uncontrollably. “My father just shot Dave.”

      “Dave? Security guard Dave?”

      “Yes, Dave. Dave with the two kids who was one of the few people in this prison who treated me like a half decent human being. That Dave.” I am practically screaming hysterically. I know my father is a monster, but this is something else.

      “Calm down, Ivy.” Lucas holds me by the shoulders, looking me straight in the eye. “Breathe with me. Come on. In… and out… In… and out…”

      I hate having to rely on Lucas, but without him there to bring me back down, I probably would have done something really stupid. As it was, although I am still traumatised by what I’d witnessed, I’m not as lost.

      “Feeling better?”

      I nod, still feeling shaky as Lucas guides me over to the couch.

      “I’ll get you a brandy.” Lucas walks over to the fully stocked drinks cabinet we had in our room and pours me a generous dose of alcohol. He presses it into my hands, keeping hold of me, guiding it up to my mouth so I can take a large sip. “Now, tell me what happened.”

      “As soon as I came home, I went to see him,” I say. “I made a stupid comment about him selling his plane and he called Dave in. Apparently, it was a story he’d made up to find out who he can trust, and because Dave told Archer about it, my father shot him right in front of me.”

      “Wow. That’s rough. But Dave brought it on himself.”

      “Are you kidding?” I jerk away from Lucas. “He talked to someone he knew really well, someone who worked for my father for a while, and he deserved to be shot?”

      “Solomon told me he was worried that someone was leaking his secrets, so he was going to set them up. This was going to happen sooner or later.” Lucas shrugs. “With Dave out of the picture, your father has sent a very powerful message to the rest of his team. No one’s going to be talking to anyone outside of the household now. I wonder what he would have done if you’d say anything.”

      “Me? My father was testing me?”

      “Solomon was testing everyone,” Lucas confides. “You, Isabella… me. I don’t know what the tests were for us, but I knew we were being tested. Your father’s paranoid and with good reason. You’ve got to understand what it’s like for him, Ivy. He’s under incredible pressure. He’s had to cope with a number of assassination attempts over the years and he’s trying to build a legacy which will last forever. Ivy, your father is going to eliminate all the other Houses and when he’s achieved that, you and I will be the most powerful couple in the world. There’s going to be a few bumps along the road, but we’re all headed along a path to glory.”

      “You’re crazy.” I stand up and back away from him. “You’re all crazy. Who cares if my father sells his plane or not? It’s not important. A man lost his life. He has a wife, children. They’re going to miss him for the rest of their lives. His daughters are only four and two, for Christ’s sake. And you’re defending my father?”

      “Wake up, Ivy.” Lucas stands up, raising his voice. “We aren’t like normal people. We’ve got to think about the House. That’s a massive responsibility and one you clearly aren’t ready for. If you were, maybe we wouldn’t be married. If you would face up to your legacy, your father wouldn’t have had to get me involved to keep you on the straight and narrow. What happened to Dave is a tragedy, but if he’d kept his mouth shut, he’d still be with us. But now everyone else knows what will happen if they betray your father. Dave might have lost his life, but he’s potentially saved many more. Try stepping back and seeing the big picture instead of thinking about yourself all the time. You’re so selfish, Ivy.”

      “Selfish?” I’ve had enough. “You really are delusional. I’m outta here.”

      “Ivy…” Lucas reaches out to grab me, but I shake him off. I can’t bear to be in the same room as him.

      “Let me go, Lucas, or I swear I will not be responsible for what I do.”

      Lucas has enough sense to let me leave, and I practically run out to the garage and get on my bike. One of the advantages of being married is that I’m not kept locked in my room all the time, and I am glad for that freedom. If I have to be in that house a moment longer, I don’t know what I’d do, but it wouldn’t be pretty.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Sixteen

          

          
            
              [image: ]
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      “I’ve called Declan and Romy. They’ll be here in a minute.”

      Archer hands me another glass of brandy as I sit on his couch, shaking with rage and stress.

      “I just can’t believe he did that, Archer. How could he? He murdered a good man, a really sweet man, right in front of me just because he had a conversation with you.”

      I burst into tears, and Archer pulls me into his arms. He takes the brandy from me and places it on the coffee table so I can lean into him more.

      “I’m sorry, Ivy,” he says. “It’s my fault. I shouldn’t have tried to get information about your father from the guards.”

      “No, you absolutely should,” I tell him. “We have to find a way to stop him before anyone else gets hurt. After what I saw today, it’s clear my father will do anything to further his ambitions. The sooner we deal with him, the better. And I want Lucas gone as well. He thought that what my father did to Dave was justified.”

      “I can see where he’s coming from.” Archer’s words stun me, and I look at him in disgust.

      “Not you, too.”

      “No, no. I don’t mean it like that,” he says. “There were other ways of dealing with Dave that didn’t involve shooting him in the head right in front of you. But for a new kid on the block like Lucas, someone who’s still trying to establish himself in this town? It makes sense for him to align himself with Solomon. It’s not like the House heirs are interested in dealing with him, not when he’s taken you away from us.”

      He reaches out to pulls me into his arms. I resist a little at first, still feeling wary, but my attraction to Archer wins out and I let him hold me.

      We sit in silence, waiting for the other two to arrive. I am grateful Archer isn’t forcing me to talk. My mind is running at a million miles a minute. I am never going to forget what I’ve seen. I’m not sure what is more frightening. Seeing a man die, or the cold, dispassionate look on my father’s face when he pulled the trigger.

      There is no way I am going to get pregnant by Lucas, not now, not ever. Not only had I no interest in sleeping with him, the second that baby was born, I’d be expendable and I am not sure I can trust Lucas to keep me alive. His loyalties lay with my father, not his wife.

      There’s a knock at the door. As Archer goes to answer it, I pick up my brandy and take a sip. It feel like there isn’t enough alcohol in the world to numb my feelings, but it takes the edge off a little.

      “Ivy! Are you okay?”

      Declan comes rushing over to my side, Archer sits back where he was while Romy perches on the edge of the coffee table sitting immediately in front of me.

      “Not really.” I take another large swig of brandy. “Although I shouldn’t be all that surprised that my father’s a murdering scumbag. The story about him selling the plane was a ruse put out there to flush out the mole my father thought he had in his security. The stupid thing is, I don’t think Dave was a mole. I don’t think there is a leak in security. My father’s just stupidly paranoid. Dave wasn’t feeding us information. He was simply making conversation with Archer. And what does it even matter if my father was selling his plane? That’s not something you kill a man over. It’s just too messed up to even think about it.”

      I finish the last of my brandy, grateful for its warmth, and flop back into the cushions.

      “So, what are we going to do now?” I ask. “Maybe some of my father’s paranoia is rubbing off on me, but I have a funny feeling he’s aware of our plot to assassinate him.”

      “There’s no way he could be,” Declan says. “We’re the only ones who’ve talked about it and none of us would have told Solomon. So, unless he’s managed to bug us…”

      We all look at each other, eyes wide. Of course! It made perfect sense. That’s why my father knew so much about my life. He’d bugged me.

      “That’s impossible,” Romy says, gesturing to the rest of us to pretend we agreed with him. “Solomon isn’t intelligent enough to think of something like that.”

      I have to stifle a laugh at that. If my father was listening to us, he’d hate hearing Romy say that.

      Archer gets up and leaves the room. He comes back with a pen and paper. He scribbles a note and holds it up.

      Ivy-–give me your phone. I’ll get one of our security experts to check it over right now. And it’s probably best if you strip off so we can check your clothes for bugs. Meantime, change the subject. Talk about school.

      Take my clothes off? I grab the pen from Archer and scribble underneath his note.

      Any excuse to get me naked…

      Archer shrugs unapologetically. His suggestion does make sense. If my father is bugging us, we need to know now before we say anything else we don’t want him to hear.

      I immediately hand Archer my phone, but I decide to have a little fun with getting him my clothes. I gesture to Romy to get off the coffee table as I stand up. He takes my place on the couch as I climb onto the table to give the boys a show.

      “So, have you finished the music homework, Declan?” I ask, gesturing to them to keep the conversation going.

      “Almost,” he replies, as I pull my T-shirt out of my jeans and play around with the hem pretending to lift it up, but then dropping it down before I expose my breasts.

      I turn round, slowly lifting up my shirt to pull it over my head as the boys make small talk about an economics assignment. I look over my shoulder, covering my breasts with one arm as I spin my T-shirt over my head, dramatically throwing it off to one side before turning around.

      Wearing nothing but jeans, I turn back to face the boys. Still covering my breasts, I slowly sink down to my knees, finally moving my arm so they can see everything. Leaning forward, I panther-crawl across the table, going over to Declan. I put my hands on his thighs to balance myself as I slowly kiss him.

      The fake conversation falters as I move over to Romy and kiss him before finally kissing Archer. Faced with me half naked and kissing them hard, it is impossible for any of us to pretend we are just talking about school and I don’t care. If my father hears me making love to my three men, I don’t care.

      I spin round on my butt, putting one foot on Romy’s lap and the other on Declan. I wiggle my feet, making it clear I want them to undo my laces and pull off my boots. They’re happy to oblige, as Archer sits forward and massages my thighs.

      I feel incredibly brazen sitting there with my legs wide open in front of three men, even though I still have my jeans on. After the threesome, I never thought I’d be in a situation like this again, let alone with Declan here as well, but I am going to make the most of it. I am Ivy Archaic, and I deserve this.

      Romy and Declan get my shoes and socks off pretty quickly, so I pull myself back to standing on the table again. Slowly, slowly, I unsnap my jeans button and then tug down the zipper, taking my time. The three boys each have clear bulges in their trousers. I carefully peel my jeans off, dropping them in Archer’s lap.

      I turn round and tuck my fingers in the elastic of my thong. I look over my shoulder.

      “Ready?”

      “Oh yeah!”

      I lean forward as I pull my thong down, giving them a good view of my backside as I step out of my underwear. Then I slowly walk away from them, stepping off the other side of the table before coming round, giving them all a good view of me as I head towards Archer to give him my thong.

      “Are you guys going to be all right here on your own?” Archer asks. “I’ve just remembered I need to go and see my dad about something. I won’t be long.”

      Romy, Declan, and I exchange a glance. “I think we’ll be okay,” I say, as Archer gathers up all my clothes. We all know he isn’t going to see his dad, but if anyone is listening, it is as good a cover as any.

      “I’ll be back soon,” he says, heading outside, leaving me completely naked with Romy and Declan.

      “I must admit, this wasn’t what I was expecting when I came over today,” I say, gesturing to my body.

      “Same here, but I’m not complaining.” Romy grins.

      “Yeah, any day I get to see Ivy naked is always a good day,” Declan says. “But I’m worried about you getting cold sitting there like that. Why don’t you come over here so we can keep you warm?”

      I don’t need to be asked twice. I sit between Declan and Romy, putting my arms around them as the two men cozied up to me. It seems like the most natural thing in the world for them to start playing with my body, fondling my breasts and thighs.

      “We have to do this,” Declan says solemnly. “This is how we make sure you don’t get too cold.”

      “Is that right?” I smile knowingly. “In that case, you’d better keep doing what you’re doing.”

      I turn my head to kiss Declan, as Romy lowers himself to take one of my nipples in his mouth. I feel his tongue dancing around it as Declan’s tongue explores my mouth, and I wriggle about, knowing I need to feel them both inside me in the not too distant future.

      My eyes close, I am completely lost in the moment when I hear someone say, “Is this a private party or can anyone join in?”

      I open my eyes to see Archer standing in front of us, an appreciative look on his face.

      “Well, not just anyone,” I purr, opening my legs to create space for him.

      Archer takes the hint and pushes the coffee table back so he can kneel in front of me. I feel his hot breath against my pussy and I moan in anticipation. I’m done for, utterly helpless as three men kiss and lick me all over. I have no idea who is doing what to me and I don’t care. My body dissolves into bliss. An orgasm would almost be a disappointment in comparison to how incredible I was feeling. I want this to go on forever, my body worshipped by adoring admirers.

      “I love you all,” I murmur, as someone puts their fingers inside me. The combination of being finger fucked and licked is too exquisite and I come almost immediately, crying out in pleasure.

      “Have you had enough?”

      I open my eyes to see Romy grinning at me as he brushes hair out of my face.

      “Never.” I shake my head. “But I think you all need to get naked. It’s a little unfair I don’t get to see you all, don’t you think?”

      The three men look at each other and shrug, quickly getting out of their clothes. It’s practically a race to see who can get naked first, and I love it.

      Three men stand before me, their cocks all standing proud. They are all such beautiful, stunning Greek gods, and they were all mine. I have no idea who I am going to fuck first, but I know I am going to have all of them inside me.

      Archer is in the middle, so it makes the most sense to suck him off first. I sit up and take him in my mouth, reaching out to grab Declan and Romy’s cocks with my hands so I can play with them. I’ve never felt so fulfilled as Archer gently holds onto the back of my head to keep his balance while Declan and Romy come in closer to make it easier for me.

      I love the taste of Archer in my mouth. I could sit here for ages, but I am conscious that the other two also deserve attention, so I make sure to take it in turns with each of them in my mouth, every blowjob making them even harder than they were before. I hadn’t thought it would be possible, but they seem to  get bigger every time they were in my mouth.

      I’m in for a treat.

      Not able to  wait any longer, I get up  on all fours on the couch, close enough to the arm that someone can stand in front of me and be within easy reach.

      I look at them, wiggling my backside. “Take it in turns, boys. Just as long as one of you is in my pussy and one is in my mouth, I’ll be happy.”

      I don’t see who enters me first. This is going to be one long marathon of fucking.

      Romy comes round the side of the couch, lightly playing with himself. “Are you sure you’re ready for this?”

      “Oh, yeah.” I can barely speak because whoever is fucking me certainly knows what he is doing, but I want the ultimate pleasure, and after the other day I knew just how much I enjoy being spit roasted.

      I’ve been with each of them often enough to know the signs of when they are about to come, so every single time the guy in my mouth seems like he is too close to the edge, I make them all switch positions, wanting, no, needing them to go on for as long as possible.

      I lose count of how many times I come before I finally let the boys have release. Declan is fucking me, Archer is in my mouth, and I am playing with Romy when I decide the time has come to let them have their own orgasms.

      I adjust the angle of my butt, pushing against Declan in a way that I know is guaranteed to push him over the edge, as I suck hard on Archer, running my tongue over the head of his cock. Seeing the two of them on the verge is enough to take Romy with them. The guys all cry out, and knowing they are coming is enough to send me over the edge.

      We collapse in a heap of bodies, all of us utterly spent.

      “Wow,” I say when I am finally able to speak again. “That was intense.”

      “You can say that again,” Romy agrees.

      “It’s pretty clear we need to talk, though,” Declan says, bringing the mood right down.

      “Trust you to spoil the moment,” Romy sighs.

      “Let’s get cleaned up first, then we can talk,” Archer suggests. “Ivy, you can borrow a dressing gown otherwise I can see us getting all… distracted again.”

      By unspoken agreement, I have the shower to myself while the boys give themselves a quick wash at the sink. Archer lends me a dressing gown to protect my modesty, not that there is an awful lot left to protect, and soon we were sitting back downstairs, waiting for someone to break the ice.

      “The thing is, Ivy, the three of us kind of already talked about something like this happening.” Romy says. “I mean, I don’t know if you noticed, but we’re all madly in love with you.”

      “And I love you all, too.” It is the first time we say it openly, and it feels good to admit it. I’ve dreaded having to choose between them all because I feel so strongly about each of them. I have a completely different relationship with each of them and they all complete me in ways I can’t put into words.

      “So, we agreed that we were going to wait for you to make the choice,” Declan tells me. “And until you do, we are all free to be with you in our own way. But it’s become obvious we could never make you choose between us. It might be messed up and it might be complicated, but what we’ve all got together works.”

      “We don’t care what other people think,” Archer says. “The only thing that matters is that you’re happy. So if you want to, we’re willing to make a go of this.” He moves his hand in a circle, a gesture indicating the four of us together.

      “Are you serious?” I can’t believe my luck.

      “Never been more serious.”

      Archer kisses me as Declan and Romy both squeeze my thighs, sealing the deal.

      Who knows what would have happened next if there hadn’t been a knock at the door?

      Archer goes to answer it. Whoever it is, Archer spent a few moments talking to them before closing the door behind him and coming back to join us.

      “Do you want the good news or the bad news?” he asks.

      “Hit me with the bad news,” I say.

      “Your phone is definitely bugged and my guys found another one tucked inside the heel of your shoe.”

      “Great.” I slump back. It isn’t that I am particularly surprised, but it is still disappointing to discover that my father is as much of an arsehole as I suspected.

      “At the moment, my guys have your things in a sealed box so no signal can get out,” Archer tells me. “It’s up to you what you want to do next. We can disable the bugs if you want your privacy back.”

      “Let’s do that,” I say, without even thinking about it.

      “Wait a moment before you make the decision,” Archer says. “Otherwise, you’ll miss out on the good news.”

      “Which is?”

      “Right now, your father won’t suspect anything,” Archer tells me. “It’s pretty standard practise for the Houses to have equipment which can cancel out bugs, so the fact that the signal will have died won’t raise any alarms. If your father doesn’t know we’ve found the bugs, we can use that against him. We can feed him false information.”

      “We can lure him somewhere to assassinate him.” I nod slowly. “You’re right. That is good news.”

      “Exactly,” Romy says. “Now we don’t have to worry about tiptoeing around trying to figure out his schedule. We’re in charge now and we get to decide what happens and when.”

      “Just as long as I get to be the one to deliver the killing blow,” I say. “There’s no way I can let him get away with murdering Dave. I want him to look me in the eye and know that I’m the reason he’s dead. This will be my revenge for all the people he’s hurt over the years-–including my mother.”

      “So, all we need to do is come up with a plausible story to get Solomon right where we want him,” Declan says. “And I think I have the perfect cover.”
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      Knowing that I was bugged changed everything. I can’t ever relax, knowing that my father is listening to every aspect of my life. I have to watch every word I say, take care not to slip up and reveal anything about Declan’s plan. It is harder than you’d think and I hate my father for forcing me to tread on eggshells all the time.

      It makes me sick to think that my father might have heard me making love. What kind of creep did that to his daughter?

      It makes it even harder for me to get involved in the girls’ alliance because I have to be careful about what I say, but I can’t tell my new best friends what’s going on. I don’t trust them enough yet. I’m still not sure about Ally’s motives and she hasn’t exactly proven herself to be a decent person. Until I have a chance to assess where she is coming from, she is on my handle with caution list.

      I meet with Ally, Taylor, Milly, and Nicola during lunch break at school. Milly is practically dancing in her seat with excitement. Ever since I told her about Ally’s idea, she hasn’t been able to stop talking about how cool it is that we are going to be in a girl gang together. Poor kid. She’s spent so much of her life being an outsider, this is the happiest moment of her life. I wish I had her enthusiasm about this project. I am still bracing myself for being stabbed in the back.

      “So, Ally,” I begin. “This was all your idea. How did you see this going?”

      “Well, first of all, I want to say thank you all for coming here. Between us, we’re the most powerful women in the Academy and it’s about time we used that power and stopped letting the boys railroad us.”

      “Girl power!” whoops Milly.

      Nicola shoots her a dark look and Milly immediately cringes away.

      “And that’s exactly the kind of thing we need to stop,” I snap. “You guys have been horrible to Milly for as long as you’ve all been at the Academy. She’s not the enemy! The more we fight and bicker between ourselves, the easier it is for others to take advantage of us. That’s what’s been wrong with this town for so long. The Houses are all so caught up with dragging each other down, none of you can see that there’s plenty of space for all of us. If one of us wins, we all win. So if Milly wants to be excited, let her be excited. Heck, get excited with her! Stop being such a stuck-up bitch and accept Milly for who she is. If you can’t do that, you should just walk out right now.”

      For a moment, I think Nicola is going to storm out, but then she nods.

      “You’re right. And I’m sorry, Milly. We need to build each other up. I don’t know why I’ve always been so horrible to you. I guess I got caught up in thinking that I had to put you down so I could get ahead. Ivy’s right. We can all be successful together. In fact, we can be more successful together than on our own. We can share class notes, revise together, help each other to be the best we can be. If we can show that the Houses can work together instead of against each other, it’ll help make this town a much nicer place for all of us.”

      “Agreed.” Taylor nods, but I’m not that bothered about her opinion. I know full well that Taylor is just Ally’s puppet. Whatever Ally wanted her to do, she’d do it without question. Wherever Ally went, Taylor followed.

      “Okay, so a few ground rules to get started,” I say. “First, and most importantly, we support each other unconditionally. This alliance crosses House divides, so if you see someone attacking one of us and they’re in your House, it doesn’t matter. We support each other, no matter what.”

      “Okay.”

      “Sounds good.”

      Everyone agrees except Nicola. I glare at her.

      “Fine. I’ve got your back, even if it’s against someone from my House.”

      “Look at it this way,” I say. “If someone hurt Milly, even if it was Lucas, they’d have to answer to me because she’s my best friend. Our friendship matters more to me than a family I happened to be born into. And if we start enforcing this alliance across House boundaries, we’ll start building stronger ties between the Houses. Which means that when we leave the Academy  and get more involved in our family’s businesses, we’ll be used to working together so we can make decisions which benefit all of us instead of being selfish. I’ve found that when people only think about themselves, they often miss out on amazing opportunities because no one wants to deal with them. We need to change that way of thinking. It’s like being in a band. If I sing really loudly because I want to be heard, it ruins all the harmonies. If I match my volume to the other vocalists, we make magic together. That’s what I want us to do. Make magic.”

      “And no stealing each other’s boyfriends!” Ally puts in suddenly. She blushes as soon as she says it, the glance she gives me makes it clear what she is talking about. I am not going to rise to the bait though. If I want us to be able to work together, I have to lead by example and not point out that Declan had kissed me first, nor that I hadn’t known that Ally was dating him at the time.

      Even though I really, really want to.

      “Exactly,” I say. “We don’t steal each other’s boyfriends. If someone’s dating, they’re completely off limits. And if someone’s boyfriend makes a pass at us, we have a duty to tell them straight away. What they choose to do with that information is up to them and if they decide to stay with their boyfriend, no judgement. The heart wants what the heart wants and we all know how hard it is to walk away from someone when you love them. Which is why we also need to be there to pick up the pieces for each other when need be.”

      “I like it,” says Nicola. “But what happens if one of us breaks the girl code? There’s got to be some kind of punishment, otherwise why would anyone bother?”

      I look at her. “Wow. You really have had a messed-up childhood, haven’t you?”

      “I don’t know what you mean.” Nicola frowns. “What’s my childhood got to do with anything?”

      “Don’t you ever do anything because it’s the right thing to do? Do you have to have the threat of punishment to make you be a decent human being?”

      Nicola opens her mouth to say something, but closes it without speaking.

      Ally and Taylor nudge each other, stifling a giggle.

      “We’re trying to do something different,” I explain. “I guess I didn’t realise just how different the thought of cooperating was for you. We don’t need to have a punishment because when you discover how good it feels to do the right thing, you’ll want to keep doing it. When you know you’ve got friends you can count on to be there, no matter what, nothing can beat it. Wouldn’t you rather know I was there for you, just you, instead of supporting you because I was afraid of what would happen if I didn’t?”

      “I guess.” Nicola shrugs.

      “And the problem with using punishment as an incentive is that you have to be caught first. So, if you’re relying on the threat of reprisals to make sure we all support each other, it’ll just encourage us to be sneaky. Before you know it, things will be even worse than they have been because none of us will be able to trust each other. We’ll be fighting between ourselves because we’ll want to get an attack in first before we get hurt. No, if we’re serious about making this work, we live up to the code because it’s the right thing to do, not because we’re afraid of the consequences. If you don’t think you can do that, we might as well walk away now and not bother.”

      “I’m in!” Taylor surprises me by speaking up. “I think everything you’ve said is so true. I know that some of the things I’ve done have been because I was afraid of getting hurt. I made a pass at someone’s boyfriend because I thought she was spreading rumours about me. She wasn’t, but I figured that she might do it one day, so I made sure I got to her first.”

      “You didn’t tell me about that,” Ally says. “Whose boyfriend was it?”

      “I’d rather not say.” Taylor looks down at her hands as she fiddles with the hem of her blazer. “It’s not something I’m proud of and I’d rather leave it in the past. It wasn’t anyone in this room, though, so you don’t have to worry about that. But Ivy’s right. I felt terrible afterwards. If I’d just gone and talked to her instead and told her how I felt, we might have become friends. Instead, she takes any opportunity she can get to have a go at me.”

      “You should try talking to her now,” I say gently. “It’s never too late. Explain to her about our new girls’ alliance, maybe even invite her to join. We’ll need more than the five of us if we’re going to change the culture of this place. We might be leading the way, but we’ll have to get the other girls to follow if this thing is really going to work.”

      “I don’t know,” Taylor says. “We’ve both said and done some horrible things to each other. I’m not sure we can ever come back from that.”

      “You should still try,” I advise. “What’s the worst that can happen? Things carry on the way they are now, which isn’t the end of the world, but at least you’ve tried. I reckon you’ll be pleasantly surprised, though. You could gain a new friend. But if you don’t say anything, you know things are going to continue the way they have been and you’re going to continue to be miserable. I know which one I’d prefer.”

      “Okay.” Taylor nods. “I’ll talk to her. You’re right. Even if she doesn’t want to listen, I’ll know I’ve tried.”

      “We all have to lead by example,” I say. “Nicola, you’re head of House Navarre. I’m head of House Archaic. Everything we do represents our House. We need to start showing people that we live honourably and we work together, not against each other. It might take a little time for people to realise we really do mean what we say, but if we back up our words with deeds, we’ll get there in the end.”

      “Sounds like a plan.” Ally beams and we all smile and nod.

      I put my hand out into the middle of our group. “Come on, everyone. Girl power on three.”

      The others all put their hands on top of mine.

      “One… two… three… Girl power!”

      We all throw our arms up and yell at the top of our lungs.

      I hope my father is listening. He’d be livid to hear that I have no intention of following in his footsteps.

      The Houses are going to work together on an even footing. I am not going to let him wipe out the other Houses, because I’d figured out that’s what all these trips to Italy were about. He was clearly building up connections with other Houses out there so they could help him grow his empire. Well, no more. Not if me and my girls have anything to say about it.
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      The boys and I all gather in Archer’s place so we could plan what to do about my father. We regularly keep notepads with us so we can carry out conversations without my father being able to hear us. There is a definite skill to being able to say something verbally while writing something completely different, but we’ve had a bit of practise and it works for us.

      Declan and Romy talk about a movie they’d recently seen, so if my father did listen in, there’d be nothing interesting for him to hear. It killed me not to be able to kiss any of them, but the thought of him or any of his guards hearing us creeps me out.

      So, are you still okay about going forward with this? Archer writes. I’ll understand if you want to back out. We’ll all respect your choice.

      Are you kidding? I reply. I want that man gone. He and Lucas have been having a lot of meetings recently and Lucas won’t tell me what they’re about. I’m really worried about what they’re planning together. The sooner we deal with my dad, the better.

      Good, Archer says. Now the first thing we need to do is figure out how we can get him on his own. If we can just get him away from his guards, it’ll be easy to take him out. Do you have any ideas about that?

      I thought about asking him to come out to dinner with me, I say. He’s so arrogant, he’d genuinely believe I want to spend time with him. But he’d insist on bringing his guards with him, and I can’t think of a good reason why he should leave them behind. If I say I wanted some time alone with him, he’d just order them to the other side of the room. And then we’ve got the problem of being in a public place. I don’t want any of you to get in trouble with the police.

      Don’t worry about that, Archer says. All our families have close connections with the police, and they’d be more than happy to see Solomon gone. I think you’ll find that any evidence connected to his death will mysteriously go missing.

      Okay, I say. So, we have the start of a plan. I don’t really know the best places to eat in this town. Where would you recommend as the best place to stage an assassination?

      Declan motions for me to pass him the pen and paper. Archer takes over talking to Romy, the discussion turning to the best Netflix shows to binge watch.

      My father owns a restaurant which would be perfect, Declan writes. I can get him to seat you in a booth out of sight of the other diners. We can poison one of his dishes and bam, job done!

      No. I shake my head. I want to kill him myself. Do you think you can get a gun to me?

      A gun? Are you sure? You’re not exactly the best shot.

      I blush at the memory of shooting Declan’s father. That’s exactly why I want to shoot him. It’s the perfect revenge. And there’s no way I can miss from that distance.

      Archer glances over at what we’ve written and motions for the paper.

      I’m not sure that’s such a good idea, he says. It’s much harder than you’d think to shoot someone. If you can’t pull the trigger, it’ll spoil everything. Solomon will know you plotted against him. If he doesn’t kill you, he’ll lock you up for the rest of your life-–and I don’t even want to think about what he’ll do to make sure he has another blood heir. It’s not worth the risk.

      I shake my head violently. I want to be the one to kill my father. It is my birth right!

      Romy takes the paper from Archer.

      Listen to him, Ivy, he says. More than anyone, Archer would know how hard it is to shoot someone at point blank range.

      How would he know?

      I look at Archer, but he shakes his head. He isn’t going to tell me that story right now, and maybe not ever.

      Poison is a better option, Archer assures me.

      But what if they get the plates mixed up? I ask. How would you feel if I was the one who ended up poisoned? I don’t feel safe doing that.

      Just don’t order the same thing as Solomon. It’ll be obvious.

      What if he gets suspicious and makes me try his food?  I shake my head. No. This isn’t a good plan. My father’s way too sneaky for that to work. If it was easy to poison him in a restaurant, he’d have died years ago. You have to let me shoot him.

      No.

      I sigh and slump back in my seat, arms folded. This is a debate that could go on for hours, both of us as stubborn as each other.

      Romy picks up the paper. I have another idea. If Ivy can get her dad to agree to go out to dinner with her, we’ll know where he is, right?

      We all nod.

      So we can arrange for an ambush on his way home, Romy says. He’ll be all relaxed after eating good food so he won’t be expecting anything. My family’s men will deal with his guards and if you want to be the one to take out your father, Ivy, we can make it happen. If it turns out you can’t pull the trigger when the moment comes, that’s okay. There’ll be plenty of other people there who are willing to do it for you.

      I won’t chicken out, I promise. But that does sound like a great plan. Now all that remains is for me to ask my dad out to dinner.

      What about Lucas? Romy asks. Do you want us to deal with him at the same time?

      I shake my head. Just because I don’t want to be married to him doesn’t mean I want him dead. With my dad out of the picture, it’ll be easy to convince him to agree to an annulment. I’ll tell him to stay home that night because I want it to be a daddy/daughter dinner. He won’t mind. For all his faults, Lucas is pretty laid back. I’d rather he wasn’t there to see my father killed.

      “Thanks for the recommendation,” Archer says, carrying on with the fake conversation he’d been having with Declan. “I’ll check it out. Now I’ve got a massive essay to write which is due on Monday, so if you guys don’t mind, I’m going to have to be rude and say goodbye.”

      “No problem.”

      He gets up and goes across the room, as the rest of us start to say goodbye to each other. He opens the front door, saying, “Hey, Ivy. Can I have a minute?” before he shuts it again, putting his finger to his lips to warn us to be quiet as he walks over to a switch on the wall. Flicking it, he grins at us.

      “You can speak freely. I’ve switched on the anti-bug blocker.”

      “Anti-bug what?” I run over to swat him. “You mean all this time we’ve been writing down our conversation and we could have just been talking normally?”

      “We could have,” Archer says, “but this way it’s less suspicious. As long as we don’t take too long, your father will think you’re on your way home and we’ve got a few moments to say a proper goodbye. I thought you might prefer it if Solomon didn’t hear us kissing…”

      “You read my mind.” I smile as Archer pulls me into his arms for a long, deep kiss. I moan with disappointment when we break apart, but I can’t be upset for long because Romy steps up to take his place. I have to fight the urge to pull his clothes off, but Archer is right. We shouldn’t take too long while the bugs are offline, otherwise my father will realise we were conspiring against him.

      Declan comes up behind me, sandwiching me between him and Romy. I love the feel of a man’s body pressed against me from both sides. It won’t be long before we can do this as often as we like without having to think about my father, and I can’t wait.

      I turn to kiss Declan. Romy plays with my breasts as my tongue plunges deep into Declan’s mouth. I moan again, this time with excitement.

      “Can’t we fool around a little while longer?” I beg, as Declan breaks away.

      “We all want to,” Archer says, “but it’s not worth the risk. Get that dinner booked this week and we’ll be able to do this whenever we want. It’ll be sex for breakfast, sex for lunch, and sex for dinner with as many of us as you like.”

      “I’ll hold you to that,” I say, grabbing one last quick kiss with each of them before heading outside to my bike.

      For the first time in a long time, I feel hope. Our plan is solid and soon I will be free from my father once and for all.
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      As soon as I get home, I head straight to my father’s study. I figure there’s no time like the present to get things moving. But before I can get there, Isabella intercepts me.

      “A word, Ivy?”

      The way she says it makes it clear that it is a command, not a question, so I follow her away from my father’s room and into the little office set aside for her to use.

      “Your father has been thinking,” she begins.

      Uh-oh. This could be dangerous.

      “He feels bad that your wedding wasn’t the grand affair it should have been,” she tells me. “House Archaic weddings should be huge celebrations, a sign to everyone that we’re flourishing, not the quiet ceremony you had. People will think we’re ashamed of you being married to Lucas, which couldn’t be further from the truth.”

      Speak for yourself. I know better than to say the words out loud, but I am sure my expression speaks volumes.

      “So, your father has decided to throw a reception party for you and Lucas,” Isabella informs me. “These are the people he would like you to invite.”

      She hands me a piece of paper with a list of names: Romy, Archer, Declan, Milly, Ben and Kate Navarre, Gabriel and Rebecca Knight, and Claude and Marie Dauphin.

      “Is that all?” I ask. “I thought you said weddings should be a huge celebration?”

      “They should.” Isabella nods. “But this isn’t a wedding. It’s a formal presentation of you as a couple to the other Houses, and as such, this is a more intimate occasion. Your father thinks the end of this week would be a good time.”

      “The end of this week?” My heart sinks. “But I was going to ask him to go to dinner with me this weekend. He won’t want to do that if we’re supposed to be having this little soiree.”

      “You can have dinner with your father any time you like,” Isabella tells me. “Although I’m sure he’ll be delighted to hear that you want to spend more time with him. One of his biggest regrets is that you don’t understand him better. If you would only sit down and talk to him, you’d understand why he left you with your mother instead of rescuing you earlier.”

      Rescuing me from her? Boy, did he have his priorities confused.

      Isabella continues, oblivious to my disgust. “I know he’d love to include you more in his plans. Perhaps after we’ve celebrated your marriage, you and Lucas can take him out somewhere together.”

      “But I wanted some alone time with him,” I say. “I see enough of Lucas as it is. I’d much rather just go out with my father.”

      “Nevertheless, you are a married woman now,” Isabella reminds me. “You need to include Lucas in any discussions with your father. I think you’ll find your husband has a lot of very valuable insights to share. It’s about time you treated him as the partner he truly is instead of a mere accessory. Your father isn’t the only one who feels like you keep him at arm’s length. Perhaps you might like to make a point at your reception of letting everyone know that Lucas is the only man for you. I appreciate that you’ve enjoyed playing the field, but the time has come to get serious about your future. Many arranged marriages develop into love matches and I’m sure if you just put in a little effort, you’d find that you and Lucas have a lot more in common than you realise. You really have the potential to be a good partnership.”

      “If you say so.” I roll my eyes, bored of this particular game. “If we’re done here, I’ll go and text everyone to tell them about the party. This Saturday, right?”

      “Saturday it is,” Isabella says. “But you won’t be texting. That simply won’t do. I’ve had these invitations prepared for you.” She picks up a sheaf of paper from her desk and hands them to me. “Fill them out in your best handwriting and I’ll get one of your father’s men to hand deliver them later.”

      “Seriously?” I huff, snatching the invites from her. “Fine. I’ll get on it now.”

      “Fill them in neatly, remember?” Isabella reminds me. “Don’t make me ask you to redo them.”

      “Yes, ma’am.” I mock salute her and head up to my suite. Lucas is already up there.

      “Hey, Ivy,” he says. “What’s with the face?”

      “Is this stupid party your idea?” I ask, waving the invites at him.

      “Party?” Lucas frowns. “You mean the wedding reception? It wasn’t my idea, but I think it’s a good one. Your father’s right. We should have made a bigger deal out of our wedding. This will be the perfect opportunity for us to network with the other Houses.”

      “But I see Archer, Romy, Declan and Milly all the time at school,” I point out. “There’s no need to drag their parents over here as well.”

      “Yes, there is,” Lucas says. “While it’s great you have close ties with the other Houses…” I can’t believe he can say that without a hint of irony.  “…It’s the parents who are the real powers right now, and will be for some time to come. It’s important they view us as the power couple we truly are.”

      “But I had other plans for this weekend.”

      “What other plans? Ivy, I’ve been very tolerant of you spending time with your exes, but that doesn’t mean I’m happy with you being with them every spare moment. At some point, you’re going to have to prioritise your marriage over your friendships. I can be patient about that, but eventually my patience is going to wear thin.”

      “Actually, I was going to ask my father to have dinner with me,” I say frostily. “It’s like you’ve said-–the time has come for me to start putting House Archaic first. I wanted to work on our relationship.”

      “That’s great news, Ivy.” Lucas smiles. “I’m sure Solomon would love that. Look, why don’t you have dinner with him on Friday? You can go over the final arrangements for the reception so that everything’s perfect on Saturday. From what he’s said to me, he bitterly regrets not having a closer relationship with you. I think if you ask him to go out, he’ll jump at the opportunity.”

      I think about it. Although the boys and I have planned the assassination for Saturday, there shouldn’t be any problem with moving it to Friday instead.

      “Okay. I’ll see if he wants to go out on Friday,” I say. “But first, I better get on and fill these out. Isabella made it very clear that I had to write the names in my very best handwriting. Honestly, she was talking to me like I was five. When we’re in charge, promise me the first thing we’ll do is fire her.”

      “That can be arranged.” Lucas laughs, as I sit down at my desk to fill out the invitations. It seems pointless doing them, since my father will be dead and I am not going to be celebrating my wedding. But, like always, appearances have to be maintained. I’ll play his little game until the moment comes to reveal he is really playing mine.
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      I sit opposite my father in a booth at Declan’s family’s restaurant, watching with disgust as he breaks apart a lobster, eating it with his bare hands. I really hate the man, but I plaster a bright smile on my face and pretend to be enjoying myself as I pick at my spaghetti.

      “I must say, the Dauphin family chef has outdone himself this time.” My father slowly licks juice from his fingers. “This lobster is truly divine. I wonder if he’d be open to a change in position? I can do with a new chef. I’m becoming rather bored with our current cook’s efforts.”

      “Can’t you just get a new chef without stealing someone else’s?” I suggest. “Do you really have to undermine the Dauphin restaurant because you fancy a change of menu?”

      “But where would be the fun in that, Ivy?” My father smirks. “Food tastes much better when it comes at the expense of my enemies.”

      “But the Dauphins don’t have to be your enemies,” I point out. “You could work with them, not against them. Think about how successful your business would be if you did that.”

      My father bursts out into raucous laughter. “Oh, my dear sweet girl. So wonderfully naïve. So foolishly stupid. I couldn’t possibly work with the Dauphins. They are nowhere near my level. If you want your business to fail, collaborate with the Dauphins, my child.”

      I bristle at the way he patronises me. His arrogance is outstanding. Every word he utters makes it easier for me to imagine pulling the trigger and permanently wiping that smile off his face.

      “Would sir like to see the dessert menu?”

      The waiter comes over to take away our plates, giving me a break from having to listen to my father blather on.

      “No need. I’ll have the cheese plate with a coffee and my daughter will just have a coffee. She needs to watch her weight.”

      Jeez. The man doesn’t know when to shut up.

      “Very good.” The waiter gives a little bow as he collects our plates and disappears off to the kitchen.

      I glare at my father, who laughs.

      “What’s your problem? Just because you’re a married woman doesn’t mean you can let yourself go,” he says. “Lucas deserves an attractive wife. It’s important that you maintain appearances for his sake. He’ll need a beautiful woman to support him when he’s negotiating business deals.”

      That is it. I almost regret not agreeing to let the Dauphins poison my father. It is like he is deliberately trying to annoy me. I swear that as soon as we finish with my father, I am going to get the boys to take me to the ice cream parlour, and I am going to stuff my face with every single flavour. I’ll be the one smiling then.

      When the waiter brings over the cheese plate, my mouth starts to water. I struggled to eat my spaghetti because being around my father has a negative effect on my appetite, but I feel like grabbing a huge hunk of brie and stuffing it in my mouth, just to prove to him I can do whatever I wanted.

      Instead, I pick up my coffee cup and make a big show of inhaling the aroma.

      “Mmm. You’re right, dad. I needed this.” I take a sip and have to admit that the coffee is amazing. Rich and creamy, it perks me right up. I can imagine getting Declan to make me coffee every morning in bed with whatever blend his restaurant uses.

      I can’t help the slow smile that spreads across my face at the thought, but, of course, my father picks up on it.

      “What are you thinking about, Ivy?”

      “Oh, just enjoying my coffee,” I reply lightly.

      “Are you sure that’s all? Don’t think I haven’t noticed how distracted you’ve been over the past couple of weeks.”

      “I’ve had a lot on my mind,” I tell him, being completely honest for once.

      “If you weren’t so easily distracted by all the other House heirs, you might be able to think more clearly,” my father says. “I do wish you’d listen to me more. I know what it takes to run a House. I thought your time in foster care would toughen you up, but instead it seems to have made you weak. If I’d have known that would happen, I’d have taken you out long ago.”

      “So, why didn’t you?” I ask. “All I’ve heard from you is complaints about how things would have been different if you’d been in my life sooner, but from where I’m sitting, I can’t see any good reason for you abandoning me for so long.”

      “It’s like I told you,” my father says. “I live a dangerous life. I thought foster care was the safest place for you. I had faith that your Archaic nature would see you through. It would appear that I underestimated the impact your weak mother would have on you.”

      “My mother wasn’t weak,” I say through gritted teeth. “She got away from you, didn’t she?”

      “Only because I let her.” My father shrugs nonchalantly. “Believe me, if I hadn’t wanted her gone, she’d have spent the rest of her days with me. Nobody walks out on me without my permission.”

      Oh, dear father. If only you knew what I have planned for you. You wouldn’t be anywhere near so cocky.

      My father picks up a large chunk of cheese and takes a bite, closing his eyes to savour the taste. “Oh my, but that’s good. Would you like to try some?” He holds it out to me, but when I hesitantly reach for it, he snatches it away. “Of course, you wouldn’t. You’re watching your figure, remember?”

      “Yes, father.”

      After that, there is nothing left to say, so I sit there, watching my father take his time to enjoy every single bite of cheese. Part of me wishes he’d choke on it, but then that would take away the fun of shooting him.

      “Right, my child. How much of a tip shall we leave?” asks my father, when he is all done and the waiter  brings the bill.

      “At least 20%,” I reply. “We can afford it, after all, and the food was amazing.”

      “It was all right,” my father says. “But the service was slow and not of the standard I would expect from a place like this. I think a couple of pounds is fair. It’s more than they deserve really, but leaving nothing would suggest we’d forgotten. This way, they understand their worth and will do better next time.”

      “Two pounds?” I shake my head. “You can’t do that. The bill’s over a hundred pounds. That’s like a slap in the face.”

      “Like I say. More than they deserve.”

      My father scribbles his signature on the credit card slip. I peer across the table and see that he really did only tip a couple of pounds, but when the waiter sees the amount, he is as professional as ever, merely thanking my father for his generosity.

      “Thank you for a delightful evening,” my father says as we walk out to his waiting car. “We must do it more often. I’ve thoroughly enjoyed myself.”

      “Me too,” I lie as the driver opens the door for us to climb in. “Maybe we can make it a regular Friday night event?”

      “If it means you start to become more of an Archaic, then I think it would be a very good idea,” my father agrees. “Who knows? If I start seeing an improvement in your behaviour, I might even take you with me to Italy one day. There are some wonderful designer shops in Milan. If you maintain your slim figure, I’d be more than happy to let you loose with my credit card.”

      “Thanks, Dad.”

      When we are settled in our seats, the driver pulls away for the short journey home. My heart starts pounding. There are three possible routes he can take back, and one of my lovers is supervising each of them. We agreed on a suitable ambush site and whichever way we went, my father was going to find himself caught up in a roadblock. Once the car had stopped, guards from the other Houses were going to capture my father and hold him until the other two Houses had a chance to reach us. Then I was going to make my father pay for his countless crimes.

      The moment of justice is almost here.
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      “What’s wrong, my dear?” asks my father, as we pull up outside his mansion. “You seem a little agitated.”

      “N-no, I’m fine,” I say.

      What the hell happened? Why weren’t we ambushed?

      “That’s funny, because I could have sworn you looked like you were expecting something to happen.”

      “I have no idea what you’re talking about,” I say. “I am just missing Lucas and want to get home to him. In fact, if you don’t mind, I’m going to head straight up to our suite and show him how much I missed him.”

      “How sweet of you,” my father says, “but you’re going to have to put your plans on hold, just for a little while. I’ve got a surprise for you.”

      “A surprise? For me?” I don’t like the sound of this.

      “Oh yes. And I think you’re going to love it.”

      Confused, I follow my father into the house and through to the dining room.

      “Oh no!”

      Tightly tied to the chairs are Romy, Declan, Archer, and Milly along with all their parents, gags around their mouths.

      “I thought we would bring your wedding reception forward a day,” my father explains. “You see, after I discovered word of a plot to assassinate me, I realised I needed to accelerate some of my plans. I’m afraid I can’t have anyone getting in my way, not when I’m so close to achieving everything I’ve dreamed of. I’d been willing to overlook your little dalliances as long as you were discrete, Ivy. But when you actively conspire to kill me? I’m afraid lessons need to be learned.”

      “I don’t understand. How did you find out? Nobody knew except us and none of us would have said a word. Archer? Romy? Declan?”

      The three boys all violently shake their heads, desperately trying to speak through their gags to let me know they weren’t the ones who betrayed us.

      “Much as I’d love to let you think that one of your sweethearts had turned against you, unlike some, I cannot tell a lie.”

      “Oh, please.” All pretence of caring about my father is gone now that our plan has been exposed. “Just tell us already.”

      “Very well. Since very few will be leaving this room alive, I see no harm in letting you know where you slipped up. Young Archer there did well in finding the bugs in your clothing, and you did a good job of trying to feed me falsehoods by writing down your conversations. However, what you didn’t realise was that I’d planted another bug inside your pen, one which came with a camera as well as a microphone. I anticipated your attempts to circumvent my surveillance. I saw every single word you wrote. I knew you wouldn’t be able to resist making a move against me. All Archaics rebel at around this stage in their life. I myself took over the House by killing my father with my own bare hands, although I had the guts to do it in his study without running to the other Houses for help. So, I forgive you, Ivy. You couldn’t help yourself. But now the time has come to put aside childish things, and since I can’t kill your lovers without incurring the wrath of their parents, now’s the time to eliminate all the competition and take over the whole town once and for all. Michael-–go and fetch Lucas. He needs to be here for this.”

      “Yes, sir.” One of the guards nods and leaves the room.

      “I’m so sorry,” I whisper, tears running down my face. “This wasn’t supposed to happen.”

      “Of course it was,” my father says. “Why do you think Isabella had you handwrite all those invitation cards? After I had my men gather up all your friends, it was a simple matter to contact all their parents and inform them we’d made a mistake with the date, hoping they’d be able to come out this evening. Fortunately for everyone, they were available. I’d hate to have had to use brute force to get them here for this special occasion.”

      “No!” I gasp.

      “Yes, Ivy. This is your wedding reception. All these people came here in good faith, expecting to celebrate your nuptials. And in a way, we still are. I’m doing this for you, Ivy, for our House. Their deaths are my wedding gift to you, that you and Lucas will be able to enjoy the fruits of my ambition.”

      “You’re a monster!”

      “You think that now, but in time you’ll be able to see that what I’ve done was for the best.”

      I want to slap him, but I am distracted by Lucas coming in.

      “So you’ve started the party without me?”

      “You knew?” I may be reluctant to attack my father, but I have no such qualms when it comes to my so-called husband. I throw myself at him, wanting to scratch his eyes out.

      Out of the corner of my eye, I see my father make a gesture to one of his guards, who steps forward and grabs my arms. He pulls them behind my back, restraining me tightly.

      “Now, now, Ivy,” my father says. “Don’t blame poor Lucas here. He was only following orders. He knows what it takes to be a true Archaic.”

      “What’s Milly doing here?” Lucas asks.

      “I decided that eliminating your competition wasn’t enough to send a strong signal to my darling daughter,” my father explains. “Ivy needs to learn that the only true friends she has in this world are her family. So now all that remains is for Ivy to make her choice. Who dies first? Friend or lover?”

      “I’m not going to choose.” I shake my head, desperately struggling to break free but the guard is too strong. “If you force me to pick someone, then I pick me. Kill me, dammit!”

      “Your time will come no doubt, daughter,” my father says. “But you are far too useful to me alive right now, although believe me, I will make sure to punish you for your insolence. No, I will be shooting every single one of our guests, the children first so the parents can watch.” He turns to face the watching parents. “I bet you wish you’d accepted my offer to buy your businesses now, huh?”

      To give them credit, not a single one of them rises to his bait, staring impassively at him.

      My father turns to one of his guards and nods. The guard takes a gun out of his holster and passes it to my father.

      “So, who dies first?” He walks slowly along behind each of my lovers. “Romy? Archer? Declan?” Such pretty faces. It’ll be a shame to spoil them with a bullet, but that’s how it goes. No open casket funerals for any of you. But no. I think it should be ladies first.”

      He stops next to Milly and holds the gun to the back of her head. My best friend screams through her gag, her desperate cries muffled by the cloth. She shakes her head, tears streaming down her face.

      “Any last words, Milly?” my father asks. “Oh wait. You can’t speak. Never mind. From what I hear, you never had anything worth listening to anyway.”

      He cocks the gun.

      “Nooo!” Lucas launches himself at my father, who is so surprised, he doesn’t resist.

      Seeing my opportunity, I stamp on the foot of the guy holding me. The heel of my boot digs deep into his foot and his grip on me loosens enough for me to be able to elbow him in the stomach. As he doubles over, I spin round and kick him hard in the balls. As he collapses to the floor, I pull his gun out of his holster.

      “Don’t move!” I warn, keeping the gun trained on him, as I hurry over to set free the captives. The table had been laid out for dinner, so I grab a knife and quickly saw through Archer’s bonds. Lucas keeps his gun pointed at my father as Archer starts to work on the others, and soon everyone is free.

      “So what do we do now?” I ask, looking to Archer, Romy, and Declan for guidance.

      “You leave.” It is Ben Navarre who answers me. “None of you need be involved in this. This is a job we should have done years ago when Solomon married your mother and didn’t look after her.”

      I open my mouth to argue that I have earned the right to take care of my father, but Romy subtly shakes his head.

      “Fine.” I hand my gun to Ben, while Lucas gives his to Claude.

      The boys, Lucas, Milly, and I all walk out, going out of the house and into the grounds. None of us say a word. There isn’t anything to say.

      A few minutes later, a gunshot breaks the silence.
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          Three months later

        

      

    

    
      A peculiar mix of emotions washes over me as I watch the bulldozers flattening the site where my father’s house once stood. After everything that happened there, all the tears and blood that had been shed, I can’t live there anymore, and I can’t stand the idea of anyone else living there, either.

      Besides, it isn’t like I don’t have more than enough money to build my dream home in its stead.

      “Hey, Ivy. Ed’s made the changes to the plans you requested. Want to take a look?”

      I turn to see Declan walking towards me, a large blueprint in his hands. He kisses me lightly as he passes it to me, and I roll it out to check it.

      The new Archaic mansion is laid out around a square garden which is in the centre of the building and is going to be planted up with thousands of sweet-smelling wildflowers to attract butterflies and bees. There are four wings, one for each of my boys so they can have their own space. They’ve each been allowed to consult with the architect to have it designed to their specifications. The remaining wing is set aside for me including a recording studio filled with state-of-the-art equipment so I can start recording my own material. Declan and I are planning on launching our own record label, and I needed the architect to make a few changes to our studio. It is the only room in my wing I really care about, and now it is larger with more space for us to work with other musicians.

      “Happy?”

      “Happy.” I roll up the blueprint as Declan stands behind me, putting his arms around my waist to hold me as we watch the wrecking team do their job. I lean into him, loving how well we fit together. Declan is my safe place, the one who makes me feel that I could do anything, as long as we were together.

      “Have your parents come round to the idea of you being an Archaic?” I ask.

      “They’re about as okay with it as Archer and Romy’s parents are,” Declan replies. “Which is to say, they’re not really okay with it at all. But it’s not like they have any choice in the matter. I want to be with you and the only way to make sure House politics don’t interfere in our relationship anymore is for me to be an Archaic with you. They’ve finally accepted I’m not going to change my mind, so they’ve named Nicola as the new heir. I think they’ve made the right choice. She’s always been ambitious and loyal to House Navarre. Even with your little girl gang, if she had to throw you under the bus for the sake of the House, she’d do it without even blinking. But you’ve been a good influence on her, Ivy. She’s realised that we can achieve more when we work together, and I think she’s going to take House Navarre to even greater heights.”

      “No regrets then?”

      “Never.” Declan squeezes me tightly. “I’d walk through fire for you. Walking away from my family is nothing in comparison. Anyway, I was always a musician at heart. I don’t have the ruthless streak needed to be the head of House. I’m much better suited as the chief of a record label.”

      “I agree.”

      There is a loud bang as one of the main walls from my father’s house comes crashing down. I hear a few whoops and cheers as Romy joins me and Declan.

      “Sorry I’m late to the party,” Archer says. “My parents had to make a last-ditch attempt to persuade me to change my mind. When they heard we were all going to be living in a caravan in the Archaic grounds while the new house is being built, they were shocked. They begged me to change my mind, even offered to set me up with a supermodel, but I told them no supermodel was half as beautiful as my Ivy.”

      He kisses me deeply, and I love the feel of being sandwiched between him and Declan, all safe and warm.

      When we break apart, the boys move so that they are standing on either side of me, their arms around my waist while I put my arms around them. I put my head on Romy’s shoulder as another part of the mansion collapses into rubble.

      “How are you feeling?” Romy asks. “It must be weird seeing your father’s legacy destroyed.”

      “Not really.” I shrug. “It’s not like I grew up here, so I don’t have any positive associations with the place. A fresh start is what we all need. We’re going to create brand new memories here, build something new and beautiful. Besides, I always thought my father’s taste was tacky. Our home is going to be amazing. I can’t wait for them to dig out our pool in the basement. We’re going to have so much fun there.”

      “Oh yes.” Declan and Romy exchange a grin as we imagine going skinny dipping together like promised.

      “Special delivery!”

      Milly walks up to join us. “I bumped into the postman, so I said I’d bring your post to you. Save him the walk.” Milly passes me a large envelope. I tear it open and smile when I see what’s in it.

      I turn the paper round so everyone can see. “My marriage to Lucas has been annulled,” I announce. “As far as the law’s concerned, we were never married in the first place.”

      “Oh yay!” Milly squeals and throws her arms around my neck. We jump around together, hugging each other. “You’re free! You can marry whoever you like!”

      “Hmmm.” We break apart and I look at my three lovers. “Something tells me I’m not going to be getting married any time soon, at least, not until the law changes and I can have more than one husband. There’s no way I could choose one of my guys over the others.” None of the men hide the look of relief that crosses their faces, but it is true. It would be impossible for me to pick one of them for the sake of having a ring on my finger. “Maybe we can do some kind of commitment ceremony for the four of us, combine it with everyone changing their name to Archaic.”

      “So you’re really going ahead with it?” Milly asks Archer. “You won’t be a Knight anymore?”

      “House Archaic all the way,” Archer replies. “Besides, you’re a much better heir than I could ever be. You’ve got the heart and compassion needed to lead the Knights to success. I know you’re going to be amazing.”

      “You really think so?” Milly asks. “I don’t know. Everyone always told me I was stupid at school.”

      “Because they were jealous of you,” I tell her. “You shouldn’t pay any attention to them. Archer’s right. You’re the perfect person to take over House Knight one day, and between the two of us, we’ll make sure our Houses form an unbeatable alliance that keeps the peace in this town. This is the dawn of a new era. Things are going to be very different from now on.”

      “And it’s all thanks to you, Ivy,” Romy says. “You’re the one who made all this possible.”

      He hugs me, the other two men coming in close for a group hug. It is still taking us a while to figure out the practicalities of our relationship. At the moment, if one guy has a hug or a kiss, the others need the same, and I don’t want anyone to feel left out. But I have a feeling over time, it will be okay for me to hold hands with just one of them, spend an evening with just one of them, and everyone will know that I still love and want all of them with all my heart.

      “Have you heard from Lucas?” Milly asks.

      “See?” I pull away from the guys. “This is why you’re perfect to be the Knight heir. You care about everyone, including my not-husband. Most people wouldn’t give him a second thought, but you can’t help worrying about him.”

      “He’s all on his own,” Milly says. “He’s got no family now. Who’s going to take care of him?”

      “He’s got more than enough money to take care of himself,” I remind her. “I wouldn’t worry about him too much. Lucas will land on his feet. He’s just that kind of person.”

      “Still, if you hear from him, will you tell him I’m thinking about him?” Milly asks.

      “I don’t think I will, but if he does get in touch, I’ll make sure to let him know,” I say.

      There is another crash so loud it shakes the ground, making me jump.

      “I think that was your father’s study,” says Declan, putting his arm around me to steady me. “I don’t even want to think about how many nefarious schemes he came up with in that room.”

      “That’s why I wanted to plant a garden over that bit of land,” I tell him. “I want it to be a symbol of peace and new beginnings. There’s going to be nothing but smiles and peace there from now on.”

      “I hear that.”

      Archer stands behind me, resting his hands on my waist, while Romy comes up on the other side, holding my hand so that I am surrounded by my lovers. Milly is right next to us as we watch the steady demolition of the old Archaic mansion.

      Tears prick at the corners of my eyes as a wave of happiness washes over me. This is not the life I’d ever envisaged for myself, yet it couldn’t be more perfect. I have three gorgeous guys who are head over heels in love with me, and I adore them all with every part of my being.

      I remember the story my mother told me as a child. She predicted I’d love three men, but they would be nothing in comparison to my one true love. She was almost right. I did indeed love three men, but the one man I’d been married to was not the one for me. I hope he finds love for himself, but he will never have my heart.

      Mum was right about one thing. A Queen doesn’t need a king. I need my knight, my joker, and my prince. They are the ones who fulfil me, and the four of us will conquer worlds, but in the right way-–with love and compassion.

      This is the start of a new life for us, a new life for the whole town. The future is bright and we will enjoy it together in our new home, our new house and a better town.

      

      The End.

      

      Carry on reading with Milly and Lucas’ story next- Find the link here.
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        Thank you for reading Ivy and her guys story.

        The next book in the series is a standalone based on Milly and Lucas’ story.

        Find the link here.
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      Click here to subscribe to my newsletter for exclusive bonus scenes, giveaways and more..
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