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Divided is book two in the Unguarded Series. Therefore Exposed, book one, should be read before reading Divided. These books are not standalones. The stories do continue throughout each novel so reading them in order is necessary.



 

We were strangers.

Two people on different paths that were never meant to cross.

 

He saved me.

I ruined her.

We had no control.

We were powerless against fate.

It wasn’t wrong, it wasn’t right, but it was real.

Ours was a toxic love. So lethal it was destined to ruin us both, and it did. In the end, everything went wrong for all the right reasons.

Our lives divided. But our love would be infinite.

 

A forbidden crush.

A destructive romance.

A fierce love.



 

To my own Phoenix Tate.

A boy who brought out a strength in me I didn’t know I had.

Nash, Mumma loves you.
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Age Fifteen

 

Rough hands pull at the material on my body, stripping me bare of my clothes—my dignity. My eyes dart around the strip club frantically for an out, but it’s no use. Giuseppe, his associates, and Lucio, they’re beside me, behind me, in front of me. There is
no
escape. Fright spikes my heart rate. It picks up speed, racing with my mind to come up with answers, a reason, something to help me understand why I’m here in one of the clubs Giuseppe Marino owns. A throb jolts through my shoulder and I’m shoved forward onto the empty stage at Sweet Tarts. Tears sear my cheeks like flames. The burn, a reality of what might be to come. I want to hide, hide my tears, hide from the humiliation of standing naked before these men. Giuseppe trains his gun on me and it forces me to move up the stage even though my mind tells me to run. Run far.

“Dance my girl. It
will
make me a very happy man. And after what your sister did today, leaving me like that… I need a happy ending. And you want to please me don’t you?” Giuseppe’s voice rips through the air, scaring me, confusing me. Why is he doing this? He’s been like a father to me for the past three years since he took my sister, her best friend, and me in. A bruising hand shoves me again, this time harder. My body racks with fear as I hesitantly turn around. Five middle-aged men and a boy, who I believed cared about me, focus their hungry eyes lower on my body. A shudder of disgust racks through me. I glance at Lucio and his gaze catches mine. His eyes gloss over as I plead with him silently to help me. His face turns ashen. Sorrow builds behind his features and my stomach churns. He knows what’s going to come and we both know he can’t do a thing about it. Or at least, he won’t. Despite how much the Marino Prince may care about me, he values his life and his position within the family business, more than our friendship.

“Dance, girl! I won’t say it again.”

I jump at the bellowing voice of a man I thought loved me like a daughter. My head spins and my body shakes as I begin to move with the hope of getting out of here in one piece. Sweat drips from my forehead falling down my face along with my tears until everything’s a blur behind the water in my eyes, and I can no longer separate the two. I shift on my feet from side to side. Hanging my head low, my chest caves in and I curl into myself as if hiding my face will somehow protect me from their roaming eyes and verbal abuse. Deep voices laugh at me, they echo through the club and chip away at my self-esteem. Maybe if I can just block it all out, I can get through this. The insults tear at my confidence, they’re loud and angry—degrading.

A lump of dread forms in my belly, I’m not pleasing them. And why would I be? My dancing is terrible. I’m too nervous, too shaky. I’m fucking terrified. What did they expect? I close my eyes and my chest rises as I take a deep breath. I listen for the beat of the music playing lowly in the background and swing my hips while I swallow the bile rising in my throat. Fear encourages my heart to smack painfully against my ribs. But then all breath leaves me when Giuseppe’s gun kisses my temple.

I freeze. My eyes fly open and I wince as the gun digs into my face. I glue my lips together to hold in the sobs but it’s no use. One wrenches from me. He growls and pulls back the trigger. My body tremors and I shake my head.

“No. Please,” I whimper. “Don’t do this.”

I thrash around my instincts now in survival mode. But bruising hands grab me and they’re too strong. I’m forced to stay still. So I scream until my voice is hoarse and then I cry. I cry until I have nothing left. My mouth, dry and sore. I open it, ready to beg for my life when the gun is pulled away and soulless eyes, black and evil, level with mine. I blink through the blur until the familiar hues become clear. A chill coats my skin as his icy stare drills more panic into me.

Where is the kind man who homed me years ago, who’s read to me, fed me, clothed me?

The hardness of Giuseppe’s gun digs into my face. “You can’t dance can you, Alison? Pull yourself together, girl. I’m almost sorry to do this because you look so pathetic and weak already.”

He bends closer to me and I turn my head to the side.

“Lindsey made a grave mistake leaving me today. And now you’re going to pay the price.”

My bottom lip trembles. My legs threaten to give way. Oh God, I don’t want to die. Is he really doing this just because Lindsey and Oliver left the house, the family, the business? All because they don’t want to work for him anymore doing whatever the hell it is they do? I just want my sister. She’d know what to do. She’d save me from the monster in front of me. But she’s not here. My heart aches with regret. What have I done? I’d fought with her. Argued with her that here
is
where I belonged. The Marino house was my home. Adriana, Valentina, Lucio, and Giuseppe were as much my family as she and Oliver were. I wanted to stay after she tried everything she could to have me leave. But I still refused to leave the safety of the place I call home.

How in just hours, had life changed so drastically?

Voices shout at me, mocking me with every insult imaginable.

Giuseppe lowers his gun, pointing it at the dirty wooden floor. “Get on your knees.”

I fumble over my feet and fall anyway. I ignore the laughs that follow, but my heart doesn’t. It dies a little inside. I drop my head, refusing to look at any of them. Trying to hide, refusing to give them the satisfaction of showing them fear. The unmistakable sound of zippers undoing wracks another gut wrenching sob from my throat.

I lift my head, shaking it from side to side as the tears flow a waterfall down my face. Each man below me is reaching for their crotch.

“No. Please. Just let me go. Please.” I beg.

Giuseppe retakes his seat around the table in front of the stage. His white teeth gleam with delight and any hope left in me deflates with my shoulders as they curve over my chest. My eyes burn at the sight before me. Men’s features laced with pleasure as they stroke their lengths, without a care another man is beside them doing the same disgusting thing. But not Giuseppe, or Lucio. Giuseppe’s stare is slime on my skin. A gleam of satisfaction watching me squirm, hurt and self-destruct. I rub my arms, I scratch at my legs, but all I do is draw blood to the surface.

Giuseppe’s sharp voice cuts through the air and I lift my head.

“Don’t look away, boy. Or are you not man enough to handle this?”

Lucio slides down in his seat at the end of the table.

He shakes his head. “No, Papa. I’m fine.”

I plead with him to stand up for me, to pray for me. To do something, but he doesn’t give me his eyes. He can’t. Because deep down the boy who I’ve come to care for, the boy who’s now all grown up, does still exist. But his mind is clouded by his heart’s biggest desire—for his father to love him.

Another tear rolls down my cheek. But it isn’t out of fear, or the dreaded nightmare of what I’m about to endure. This tear, the only one I’ll shed for him, is full of regret and betrayal. Regret that I’d given Lucio my affection. My trust. And betrayal—he’d ruined every moment we’d ever shared. My heart’s being stomped on by the people I trust most, the ones I hold dearest, and with every second the cuts become deeper.

One of the men stands and walks over in front of me. His greasy black hair shining under the lights coming from the stage. With his hard length poking out of his slacks he pulls a small clear bag from his back pocket. I grimace, realizing what it is and a whimper escapes my lips. He empties the white powder carefully onto the top of his length, making sure the powder stops before reaching the tip. I lift my eyes, chancing a look at the offending man in front of me. The muscles in his middle-aged face tense and his nostrils flare. I recoil. How could he be turned on by a fifteen-year-old girl weeping on her knees before him? They’re sick. All of them.

“Lick it up, bitch. All of it. And if you bite me, I’ll pull my dick out of your sweet little mouth and shove it in your ass. I’ll fuck you raw until you’re bleeding and screaming for me to kill you.”

I gasp and cringe with fear. I shuffle back without thinking, the natural instinct to back away from danger does nothing but agitate him further. His rough hand squeezes my shoulder and yanks me forward. My body turns to stone under his touch.

“Do it now.” His tone is demanding—absolute. I have two choices. I can do as he says and hope to make it out alive. Or, I can bite him and he’ll kill me. Either way, I’ll be dead inside by the end of this night.

I close my eyes and breathe in deep. Bracing myself for what I’m about to do. If it saves me from dying and I get to see another day, I’ll do it. I’ll do it because the moment I’m free I’ll run and never look back.

On shaky knees, I lift myself up. The cocaine taunts me from just centimeters away. Gradually leaning forward, my bones shake. I squeeze my eyes as tight as I can. I can’t see this. I can’t think about it. My tongue darts out and connects with the powder. It’s rough on my tongue and I gag as my body revolts the drug. I quickly lick the last of it up and hurl myself away from prying eyes. I gasp. I choke. I vomit.
But I don’t get away fast enough.

They’re enclosing on me. They’re all I can smell. All I can feel. The only thing I can see. All I can breathe. But none of it matters by the time they’re done with me.

Feeling becomes a nightmare.

Seeing brings only horror.

And breathing? Breathing doesn’t let me forget. Breathing forces me to live in hell.
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