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Dahlia Saga 
 
    The Dahlia Saga contains extremely dark themes and is not intended for the faint of heart. If you are uncomfortable with twisted, dark erotica, this story will not appeal to you. 
 
    Please note this is a work of fiction meant only for entertainment purposes. It does not mean that I condone the activities portrayed within.  
 
    *Each book can be read as a standalone, however, below is the recommended reading order. * 
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    The chains he clamped around my wrists heightened my discomfort. With every violent spasm, they clanged against the rickety metal bed rails. Blood was running down the right; the left was locked at an odd angle, freshly broken. Thick pieces of rope wrapped around each of my ankles, holding my legs spread open. 
 
    A botched doctor stood off to the right, doing the best he could to wipe the sweat from my swollen face. 
 
    The man I trusted to take care of me watched from the shadows. His green eyes showed no hint of emotion. The way his lips continued to purse, I knew he was either impatient or simply bored. 
 
    I wanted to scream at him, beg him to stop this, but the gag in my mouth effectively silenced me. 
 
    My pain was off the charts; it was hard for me to fathom how I was still wide awake. 
 
    I turned my head, catching a glimpse of my reflection in the cracked mirror hanging on the cellar wall. I looked exactly how I felt—like a terrified wild animal. My dark hair was in tangles, large bags puffed up my blue eyes, and the dim lighting illuminated the blood stains on the rag in my mouth. 
 
    When the doctor finally turned off the Pitocin drip, I slightly relaxed…but then a new pain started. This was hell. There was no other explanation for what my life had come to. 
 
    “Do you know the gender?” the doctor asked, pulling on a pair of blue latex gloves. 
 
    He had his answer a few agonizing minutes later. As soon as the umbilical cord was cut, my baby was taken away. I heard the word “Boy,” whispered in the midst of my sobs. The doctor wrapped him in a striped blanket and quickly left the room. 
 
    Dropping my head back to the stale mattress, I waited for what was coming next. 
 
    For the past three months, he’d been telling me I was going to die. 
 
    I didn’t bother begging or pleading with my eyes. When he stepped up beside me, I let out a sigh of relief just before a knife was dragged across my jugular. 
 
    It was finally over. 
 
    Every action has a reaction. Everything has consequences. This was mine for loving the wrong man. 
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    Life is hard. 
 
    It’s simple, but it’s hard. Nothing is ever guaranteed to be permanent. Things can change in a matter of seconds. It happened to me, and I never saw it coming. 
 
    I’m not entirely sure how to tell our story. I always think I’ll fail at doing it justice. Most people like a good romance. They like having a hero they can root for, or an antihero who redeems himself. Our story contains neither. 
 
    There is nothing romantic about it. Not in the traditional sense, anyway. 
 
    I didn’t fall for a knight in shining armor, and the one that did try to rescue me is buried in the backyard. My version of a hero was incomprehensible to outsiders. I fell for a man with a pitch-black soul and a charm so deceptive he could outwit the Devil. 
 
    I was introverted, young, and insecure. He was confident, strong, and understanding of the way my mind worked. He was my release, another soul I could cling to that made up half of me. But our relationship was far from sunshine and rainbows. It was toxic, twisted, and dangerously addictive. 
 
    He wasn’t an easy man to love. He had a bad habit of breaking my heart, just to rebuild it and shatter it again. 
 
    Sometimes I think he would have rather destroyed me completely than loved me at all. 
 
    I struggled with my feelings about the world he forced me to be a part of. He was always pushing me to fully accept who he was and the things he did. And, for a little while, I tried to. 
 
    I’ll forewarn you that my decisions won’t always make sense. To fully understand, you would have to have been there. I know people will react based on how they perceive it. Some will be angry, others disgusted—maybe both, if they make it that far. It will require you to push the limitations of their minds. 
 
    Understand that the world is a dark, sometimes despairing place. Bad, unspeakable things happen whether you want them to or not. Those things are happening right this second. 
 
    Someone is screaming for help, and you can’t hear them. 
 
    With that being said, I’ll begin with the day I met a man who would ultimately change my entire life, and save it. He was the handsome stranger mothers warned their daughters about. He’d been watching me for a very long time, waiting for the perfect moment to introduce himself.
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    I think everyone knows the stigmas that surround small towns. 
 
    Nothing ever happens, there’s nothing to do, and everyone knows everyone. For the most part, that’s all true. The last exciting thing to happen in Redwood was two drunks having a misunderstanding and throwing a few sloppily aimed punches. 
 
    Of course, the next day they hugged it out like civilized men. 
 
    The scuffle wasn’t even at a bar. They were drunk off beer from a grad party. How lame is that? 
 
    There wasn’t anything to do, other than going to the library to pick out one of the ancient books that had probably been there since the town was built. Redwood had no movie theaters, arcades, malls, or strips. It did have one well-maintained park in the center of it, though. 
 
    As for everyone knowing everyone, the only exception to that was me. My mother would swear on the Holy Bible that schools were bad. They were impressionable, influenced today's youth in negative ways, and my peers would bully me. Why? Well, she didn’t have an answer for that. 
 
    Being homeschooled ended up both a blessing and a curse. 
 
    Miss Mary, my nanny, was an amazing teacher, and she made sure I excelled in everything I did. 
 
    The downside was being stared at as if I were a terrestrial life form. No number of life skills could take the sting of judgmental strangers away. 
 
    I swore I was going to leave this place behind the day I turned eighteen, yet there I was at twenty-three, working at Malty’s, serving up burger platters with a painfully forced smile on my face. 
 
    That day was no different. I stood behind the counter, discreetly watching the couple in the corner and the small group of four by the window. A permanent melancholy settled over me. I envied them. I longed for friendship, someone I could talk to and laugh with over trivial things. It was easy to take orders and pretend I wasn’t awkward and unsure of myself. 
 
    Sometimes I caught whispers, hearing myself being called weird or mental. My entire body would burn with anger, hurt, and embarrassment. 
 
    I always kept my mouth shut. 
 
    It was easier to slaughter them in my head while accepting my tip. That saying about sticks and stones? It was utter bullshit. Words hurt. 
 
    Some people didn’t have the ability to shake them off and ignore them; I was one of them. Confrontation had never been my thing. My strength had always been in my silence. Besides, I couldn’t blame them, because they weren’t raised like me. 
 
    I did, however, partially blame my mother for the way I was. There were plenty of homeschooled kids that turned out just as normal as everyone else. She kept me isolated and locked away in her tidy little prison. 
 
    The older I got, the lonelier I became. When the only person you have to talk to is yourself, it’s not easy replacing that with a real person. 
 
    A bell chimed as the small group laughed their way out of the door, breaking up the suicidal pity party in my head. Sighing, I grabbed my cleaning spray and rag, resigned to the fact that nothing would ever change. Accepting that this was my life—at least for the next two days, anyway. 
 
    Pocketing their generous tip, I began clearing the table, envisioning a different scenario. One in which I was part of the group that had just been sitting there. They included me in everything they did, laughing with me instead of at me. 
 
    I could stay in my mind forever, exchanging make believe with reality—which is how I missed the door chiming again. 
 
    “Katie Cormick?” 
 
    Janice and I both stopped what we were doing and looked at the man who had just walked in. 
 
    “She’s Katie.” Janice nodded her graying head in my direction. 
 
    “These are for you.” He lifted the bouquet of white roses in his hands with a big grin on his face. Furrowing my brows, I stared at him without making a move to accept the delivery. 
 
    “Are you sure?” I questioned, ignoring Janice’s glare. 
 
    “I was told they’re for a Katie Cormick who works at Malty’s. Unless you know someone else who fits that description, then I’m positive these are for you.” He walked towards me, all but forcing the round vase into my hands. 
 
    “Have a good day.” He waved to Janice on his way out the door. I stood, more than a little grateful, trying to find a card. There wasn’t one. 
 
    “Well, does it say anything this time?” Janice asked. 
 
    “No,” I sighed. 
 
    “Looks like you have a secret admirer after all,” she grinned at me, gently pulling the flowers from my hands. 
 
    “I doubt that.” Scoffing, I turned back to the table. The flowers had been coming every week for the last three months. I kept telling myself it was probably someone playing a joke or feeling sorry for me. 
 
    Was it a coincidence that when I had woken up in the hospital three years ago, those same flowers were all over the room? 
 
    “Katie, I wish you would have some self-confidence. You’re such a pretty girl,” Janice huffed, shuffling back to the front, setting the flowers on the bar. 
 
    Biting the inside of my cheek, I didn’t dignify that with a response. If I could look in the mirror and tell myself I was beautiful and loveable, I wouldn’t feel as low as I did. 
 
    My wrists wouldn’t have reminders on them of what I’d tried to do. I wouldn’t feel so elated over a stranger giving me roses. They were the only thing that made me smile for real these days. 
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    I was halfway home when I realized two things: 
 
    1)  I’d forgotten my roses. 
 
    2)  The blue sedan slowly creeping up the street was following me. 
 
    Not waiting to see if I was paranoid, self-preservation kicked in, and I quickly cut through the yard on my immediate left. 
 
    There wasn’t another soul in sight; not even a dog was barking—another con about living in a small town. 
 
    When something bad happened, it was either covered up or swept under the rug. 
 
    If I went missing, that would be it, though my mother would more than likely burn the whole town to the ground to find me. Not for the sake of having her daughter back, but to save her reputation. 
 
    I could picture her smug face if I got hurt and made it back on my own. “I told you it wasn’t safe for you to leave this house.” Those were her exact words when we argued about me returning to my job. 
 
    Breaking into a light jog, my white Converse moved silently over damp grass. Glancing over my shoulder every few minutes, I didn’t stop jogging until I could no longer see or hear the car. 
 
    Just as I relaxed, a pair of headlights turned down the street. Within one second, I recognized the car. 
 
    What the hell do they want? 
 
    Refusing to stick around to find out, I took off again. 
 
    Panic had me zigzagging through different yards, taking every narrow shortcut I knew, tripping over my own two feet a million fucking times. 
 
    All the houses I passed by were dark; my breathing was so loud, I wondered how anyone could sleep through it. When I finally stumbled into my mother’s split-level and locked the door, my chest was heaving, and my hands were shaking. 
 
    I leaned over and peered through the front curtain just in time to see the car slowly cruise past our house.
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    I was sitting at my vanity when my mother finally showed herself. She walked into my room like a queen gracing me with her presence. 
 
    It was almost two in the morning. I’d thought she was sleeping; based on her appearance, that wasn’t the case. I had no idea where she spent all her time. 
 
    She’d been leaving me alone for hours upon hours since I was a little girl. My father traveled a lot, so he wasn’t aware that she’d once locked me in a closet when she had places to be. 
 
    That obviously wasn’t feasible anymore, but there were still days where we didn’t see or speak to one another. 
 
    Without my permission, she waltzed up and began running her talon-like fingers through my dark hair. I watched her brown eyes scan over every inch of me. I sat studying her just the same. Did she know I’d already killed her in my head fifteen different ways? 
 
    My favorite was with her flat iron. I’d lodge it in her throat and burn her from the inside out. The smell of her burning flesh would give me so much joy. Then, she would know how bad the ceramic plates hurt when she used to press them into my skin. 
 
    Of course, I would never actually hurt her. I was a good girl; it was my mind that was rotten. 
 
    Her floral scented perfume was making my stomach turn. She had to have used half the bottle to smell so strongly. Her crows’ feet were getting worse; I could see where she tried to cover them with some makeup. 
 
    I didn’t know how old she was, but neither Annie, my older sister, nor I looked anything like her. Glenda had dark, natural red hair, and was pencil thin. Annie was a dirty blonde with brown eyes and an athletic build. I was dark haired with electric blue eyes. None of us fit the description of the other, and we each had drastically different personalities. 
 
    “So, did anything exciting happen today?” 
 
    “What do you mean by exciting?” I kept my tone light, but her question put me on guard. 
 
    She never asked me anything about my day, and I knew she couldn’t care less. 
 
    Did she set me up? It wouldn’t surprise me. My mother did whatever she had to to coerce me into staying home. It was that simple fact that made me decide not to tell her about the car. 
 
    “This is Redwood. We both know nothing exciting happened,” I said dryly. 
 
    She froze with her fingers still in my hair. 
 
    “Your mouth has been getting worse and worse lately,” she reprimanded in her usual sharp tone. “That isn’t how you speak to your mother. After everything I’ve given up to raise you, I deserve your utmost respect.” 
 
    It didn’t work like it once had, and her traditional adage had long ago begun to irritate me. 
 
    She complained about having to raise her children, but wasn’t that generally what a mother did? 
 
    She believed she had the right to control me, even now I was an adult. I was expected to honor her and pay homage, just because I was her daughter. She wanted me to be her idea of perfect. Ignore the fact that there was a whole world out there; I never got to explore, never spoke up for myself, and did exactly as I was told. 
 
    Unfortunately for her, I was far from her definition of perfection. Her opinions and controlling nature were starting to not hold water. I think she was becoming aware of that every time she spoke to me as if I were an invalid. 
 
    I may have been a little different, but I was far from stupid. 
 
    “I’m tired.” Gently knocking her skeletal hand from my hair, I stood up and walked towards my bed with every intention of going to sleep. 
 
    “Don’t forget, I’ll be leaving tomorrow afternoon. When I get back, I expect you to be packed and ready to go.” 
 
    She was straightening out her peach colored suit-dress and walking out of my room before the last word fell from her mouth. She flipped the light off and shut the door behind her. 
 
    Shaking my head, I climbed into bed after turning on my bedside lamp. Glenda hadn’t been this controlling when it came to my older sister. Annie had been allowed to attend school, go to prom, and even have a few boyfriends. 
 
    She wasn’t around anymore. At first, she stuck it out for my benefit, but the day after her nineteenth birthday was her breaking point. 
 
    Seven years have passed, and she still hasn’t come back. Not for a visit, or even a check-up. 
 
    My father left late one night after another of his and my mother’s many arguments. The next morning, not a single picture of him was on the walls, and he never returned. That was four years ago, but the hurt from his abandonment was a wide-open wound. 
 
    My mother drove people away. She was like a leech sucking the life out of me. Settling beneath my comforter, I stared up at the popcorn ceiling, waiting for sleep to come. It was nights like these I hated the most. There was nothing worse than being alone. 
 
    When I asked myself how many people would mourn me when I was gone, the answer was none. 
 
    I’d be forgotten the second the dirt hit my casket. 
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    The next day started the same as any other. There was no sign of the creepy sedan, and I began to wonder if I’d ever really seen it. Who would want to follow me, anyway? 
 
    It was a little past four in the afternoon. The diner had been dead all day, and there was nothing for me to do. I think I had needlessly wiped down the tables and straightened menus a dozen times. 
 
    Part of me felt bad about not telling Janice goodbye, but she would instantly know something was going on. 
 
    Her attempts to help me always involved a card for a therapist who worked at the clinic. No one understood that this wasn’t about some traumatic incident—I was just tired of fighting the waves of loneliness. 
 
    People might call me crazy or weak-minded; it didn’t matter. No one would ever understand what was going on inside me. What I found tiring was the fact that no one noticed me drowning. They were all oblivious. 
 
    When the bell of reality chimed, I expected Mr. Bell to walk in; he was a regular who came in every day at the same time. Instead, a man in a suit strolled in. He looked like he was there for something far more important than what was on the menu. 
 
    His eyes immediately locked onto me. I opened my mouth to greet him, quickly snapping it back shut, my tongue and stomach simultaneously twisting into knots. Walking right up to the bar, he sat down on one of the red swivel chairs and smiled. 
 
    “Are you going to speak or are you going to stand there and stare all day?” 
 
    “Sorry.” Giving him an embarrassed smile, I peered up at him, trying to figure out why he seemed so familiar, desperately hoping my face wasn’t bright red. 
 
    When his gaze dropped to the elastic bands that covered my failed suicide attempt, I hid my hands behind the counter. 
 
    “Do you need a menu?” I asked, bringing his attention back to my face. 
 
    “No, I just want coffee. Dark roast, two hazelnut creamers, one sugar.” 
 
    He took off his suit jacket, hanging it on the back of the chair, and pulled a cell phone from his pocket. 
 
    While he was immersed in his screen, tapping away, I readied his coffee, watching him from beneath lowered lashes. 
 
    Sophisticated was the first word that came to mind as I took him in again. Not a crevice or crease could be seen anywhere on his navy suit. 
 
    His hair was the color of onyx, styled in a classically tapered fade, and he had the slightest hint of stubble on his face. 
 
    But it was the color of his eyes that kept catching my attention. They reminded me of the forest green tips on tall pines with a faded denim blue circling the iris. 
 
    He was enticingly handsome, by far the best looking man I had ever seen in town. 
 
    He reeked of old money and cocksure power. I was intrigued. Who was he, and why was he here? 
 
    Though he looked familiar, I couldn’t place how I would know him. I felt like I’d met him before, which made no sense, because there was no way I would have forgotten that. 
 
    After I had placed his hot coffee in front of him, heavy silence ensued between us. The only sounds in the diner were Janice in the back, shifting boxes as she did inventory, and Jose stacking dishes. 
 
    I stood there, feeling awkward and unsure of what to do. Just as I decided to busy myself on the other side of the bar, he began speaking to me again. 
 
    “I’m Mason, in case you were wondering.” He rested his elbows on the bar, leisurely sipping his drink. 
 
    Mason suits him. 
 
    I turned the name over in my head, committing it to memory. 
 
    “I’m Katie.” I gave him a small grin, gradually relaxing. 
 
    “I know.” When he smiled again, his dimples revealed themselves in his cheeks. The man looked like he belonged in magazines; how could he possibly know who I was? 
 
    “Your father told me all about you.” 
 
    “My father?” I repeated, furrowing my brows. If he knew my father, then his familiarity made a bit more sense. Maybe I had seen him before. 
 
    “Yes. Allen, your father. Based on what he’s told me, your aspiration in life wasn’t working at a hole-in-the-wall vintage diner.” He shrugged. 
 
    Well, Mason was clearly bold and straightforward. The mention of my father’s name coupled with the fact that he’d spoken about me to a stranger set my teeth on edge. 
 
    “Oh, so because a man I haven’t seen or spoken to in four years mentioned me, you suddenly know all about me?” I checked, shaking my head when he smirked like that’s exactly what he meant. 
 
    Fortunately, one of the friendlier regulars arrived and gave me something else to do. 
 
    “Good afternoon, Mr. Bell,” I greeted warmly. He was the only customer I ever looked forward to seeing. 
 
    He shuffled inside, donning a blue Hawaiian themed button-up, cargo shorts, and a golfer hat to cover his white hair. 
 
    He was the cutest little old man. He’d never been rude to me or treated me as an outsider like most of the town did. 
 
    “Katie.” He tilted his cap, taking a seat on the left side of the bar. “Mr. Andreou?” He did a double take when he finally spotted Mason, damn near falling off his stool. 
 
    I froze in the midst of grabbing a coffee mug. All the homeschooling and shunning in the world couldn’t stop someone from recognizing that surname. 
 
    The Andreous practically owned Redwood and the two surrounding towns. It was their family’s money that funded most of the business start-ups. 
 
    I didn’t understand why one of them would feel the need to venture into Malty’s. 
 
    Maybe I was profiling him, but the diner was far beneath them. 
 
    Forcing myself to continue what I was doing and act naturally, my mind ran rampant with questions I’d never ask because I wasn’t sure I wanted them to be answered. 
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    The way he was staring at me made me feel naked, like he was sizing me up. 
 
    Between the sedan following me home, the roses, and now one of the most powerful men around randomly dropping inside the diner, I was almost ready to end my shift early and go home. I couldn’t, though. The day had to pan out as regularly as possible. 
 
    I stayed clear of Mason for the remainder of my time on the clock, only refilling his coffee once. 
 
    No matter where I went, his eyes seemed to always find me. 
 
    Usually, this would have me floating on flames, but I didn’t mind it. Though I should have. I was at the center of his attention, and something told me that wasn’t a place I should want to be. 
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    I frowned, peering out the door, watching the rain come down in sheets. 
 
    The sky had gone from bright and sunny to dark and gloomy an hour or so ago—almost like my mood. 
 
    All I wanted to do was go home, shower, and fall asleep forever. 
 
    Now, a twenty-minute walk had just been turned into a half-hour one. 
 
    When it rained in Redwood, it was always with the force of a hurricane. 
 
    The few cars in the parking lot swayed from the wind’s strength. Pulling my hair back with an elastic band and tucking my meager tips in my back jean pocket, I prepared myself for another run home. 
 
    “You’re not planning to walk, are you?” a smooth voice questioned from directly behind me. Jumping slightly, I pushed the door open, almost getting drenched. Mason pulled me back in with a gentle hand on my shoulder, yanking the door shut in the process. 
 
    “It’s just rain,” I pointed out. 
 
    “It’s not safe,” he retorted. 
 
    Raising my brows, I looked up at him, biting back a smile. 
 
    If this is what insta-lust felt like, then I was feeling it. His lips looked soft. 
 
    He had a visible body definition beneath his suit, and he had the face of pure temptation. It was so cliché to want the beautiful, dangerous stranger in a suit. 
 
    Realizing I was staring at him like a love-struck fool, I quickly looked away. 
 
    “I won’t melt from a bit of water.” 
 
    “I’m not talking about the rain; I’m talking about you walking home in the dark.” His tone was crisp, curt, like he was genuinely concerned about my well-being. For someone like me, that was incredibly kind. 
 
    Not even Janice had tried to stop me from walking home in the dark. 
 
    “I’ll be okay; it’s a small town. The walk doesn’t take me long.” 
 
    “Small towns have dark secrets.” 
 
    He gently nudged me to the side, taking my spot by the door. “I’ll give you a ride home.” 
 
    I could feel my eyes nearly bug out of my head; I also realized the entire diner was watching us. My awkward disposition returned as I took a step back. 
 
    “I can’t get in a car with—” 
 
    “Jesus, I’m not going to kidnap you, Katie. I’m taking you straight home,” he laughed, cutting me off. “Do I look like someone who kidnaps little girls?” 
 
    Did he just call me a little girl? My face flamed crimson. Seriously, the guy was a bit of a jerk. 
 
    “Stay here; I’ll have the car pulled around.” 
 
    Before I could object again, he was out of the door. Keeping my back to the diner patrons, I watched the rain swallow him whole. 
 
    What was one car ride going to hurt? 
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    Mason came back for me armed with an umbrella. 
 
    He guided me from the diner to an all-black sedan, pulling the back door open for me. Shooting him a wry smile, I got in the car, sliding across a leather seat. When he slammed the door shut, a lock clicked into place. There was a balding man in the driver’s seat who didn’t react to anything going on around him until Mason got in. 
 
    Has he been outside the whole time? 
 
    As soon as the other door clicked shut, the driver began making his way down the street. 
 
    I waited for an anxiety attack or some other emotional meltdown to happen, but nothing drastic occurred. 
 
    Mason had resumed typing away on his phone, and I relaxed, but it was short-lived. I figured out pretty quickly that we weren’t going towards my house. 
 
    Glancing over at Mason, I saw him fiddling with something on the floor. 
 
    “What are you doing? Where are we going?” 
 
    “I want to get this out of the way, so there’s no confusion later.” 
 
    “Get what out of the…” My voice trailed off when I saw a brown cloth in his hand. Countless movies and television shows flashed through my mind. 
 
    “Mas—” He covered my mouth and nose before I could finish. Every emotion I’d just been feeling was replaced with panic. 
 
    I grabbed at his hands, but he was much stronger than me, and there was only so much room to maneuver around. My back hit the seat as I jerked backward. Mason leaned over me, keeping the rag clamped down on my face. 
 
    “Just go to sleep. You’ll be home soon.” 
 
    Struggling was fruitless, and my attempts at holding my breath failed miserably. I had no other choice but to inhale the pungent, sweet aroma. Within seconds, my extremities began to go numb. My vision and hearing went out together. The last thing I heard him say was that he wasn’t sorry. 
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    Acquisition is the act of acquiring or gaining possession of something, and that’s exactly what I had just done: gained possession of someone. 
 
    Sweet, little Katie. We were finally together again. 
 
    I gently stroked a thumb over her cheek, watching the rise and fall of her chest, cradling her head in my lap. 
 
    All the photos I’d seen in the past three years didn’t do her an ounce of justice. 
 
    She had skin that naturally glowed and was as smooth as porcelain. I couldn’t wait to see it bruised and bleeding. Thick, long, dark hair I could bury my hands in as she choked on my cock, and a soft, feminine body I would take with or without her consent. When her gorgeous blue eyes shed salted tears, I would taste them with the tip of my tongue. My heart raced when I thought about all the things I wanted to do to her. 
 
    I’d taken plenty of women, and occasionally some men, but they always rode in the trunk and never lived for more than a week. Some men and women were brought to me, mainly because I’d chosen to follow in my father’s footsteps and had a unique hobby of my own. 
 
    I never wanted to be known simply as Julian Andreou’s son. 
 
    I earned my good reputation by always delivering for my clients and never taking shit from anyone in my area of business. 
 
    Most of the women were used for everything their bodies had to offer. The rest I turned into works of art for my private collections. 
 
    None of them were like Katie. She was special, and because she was special, her decimation would be beautiful. I settled back into the seat of my chauffeured sedan, keeping the chloroform and rag close beside me in case she started to wake anytime soon. 
 
    It was never my intention to take her this way, but I couldn’t leave her behind after seeing her again. 
 
    Her mother had socially and emotionally isolated her from damn near everything and virtually everyone. 
 
    I saw the sadness in her eyes and the darkness in her smile. I couldn’t let her end the life that I had so many plans for. I was nothing to her but a familiar stranger. For now. When she woke up, there would be a new house, a new town, a new way of life waiting for her. 
 
    More importantly, I’d be waiting for her. 
 
    In due time, that would be all that mattered. 
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    I paced around my living room, waiting for the doctor to come back down. 
 
    My father sat on the sofa, completely relaxed with a smirk identical to mine on his face. If someone we didn’t know saw us side by side, they would be more inclined to think we were twins rather than father and son. I was the spitting image of him with a slight difference in eye color. 
 
    Because of the way I was and the things I did, people tended to think I grew up with a troubled childhood. 
 
    Nothing could be further from the truth. My father spoiled the shit out of me. He shoved a proverbial silver spoon in my mouth. We had always been close; the man raised me on his own for seven and a half years. 
 
    He had dealt with a situation similar to this one, and I knew I could learn from his errors. It’s what made my father’s advice ten times more valuable. Now that Katie was upstairs, sedated, I was wondering what the best approach was to introduce her to the world I lived in. 
 
    “Do you remember how your cousin learned to swim?” my father asked after a minute. 
 
    “Uncle Luca threw him in the pool and told him to drown or live,” I answered. 
 
    I would never forget that day; I’d stood off to the side, wondering if I should jump in or not and save him. 
 
    “Exactly.” He leaned forward, resting his elbows on his knees. 
 
    “I don’t follow.” 
 
    “You can’t hide who you are, Mason. Not when it comes to her. The good guy act doesn’t work for men like us. It never has. Immerse her in our world; show her who you are. If, or when, you get her to understand who you are, and that she’s yours, the battle is won.” 
 
    I began to see where he was going with the conversation, and it was brilliant. The simplicity of what I had to do should have been obvious from the beginning. Easing her into my life was the wrong course of action. 
 
    I needed to throw her in head first. The mind was a lethal weapon, and I could use it against her. 
 
    To have her warped and molded around my finger would make me feel on top of the world. Women were usually simple. Make them laugh, pretend to give a shit when they gossip, fuck them hard, and feed them food. 
 
    I knew my Katie was complex, but I also knew what she wanted most of all was affection. 
 
    “I know how to handle it.” I returned the grin he gave me, feeling much more confident with my plan of action. 
 
    “That’s why you’re my son. Just remember.” He leaned forward and retrieved a manila folder from the coffee table. “You can show them who you are, but never tell them your secrets.” 
 
    “Well, that would ruin everything.” I scoffed at the notion. 
 
    There was way too much shit she didn’t need to know about. 
 
    “That it would. Now, let’s discuss how we handle the rest of our ‘situation.’” 
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    Nothing can prepare you for waking up disoriented in a strange room, completely unaware of where you are. 
 
    The mattress beneath my back was much softer than mine. My clothes had been exchanged for a baby blue chiffon chemise, and a piece of cotton was on my left arm, underneath a bandage. 
 
    I was in a large bedroom decorated with the warm colors of Sahara beige and light elm. 
 
    Glancing around, I zeroed in on the matching robe draped across the foot of the bed and scrambled for it. 
 
    I’d barely slipped the silk garment up my arms when the effects of a full bladder hit. 
 
    I needed to find a bathroom pronto. 
 
    There were three different sets of white antique doors, each on a different wall. It wasn’t in my nature to barge through unknown spaces—that had gotten me locked in the basement for two weeks when I’d done it at Glenda’s—but I also wasn’t going to defecate on myself. 
 
    Charging across the room as fast as I could on legs that felt like Jell-O, I passed a stone fireplace, a seating area, and what I assumed was a closet. 
 
    I sighed in relief when I found exactly what I was looking for. It wasn’t until I plopped down on the toilet to handle my business that I noticed how lavish my surroundings were. Everything was modernized, sleek, large, and clean. 
 
    Very clean. 
 
    After flushing the toilet, I walked to the sink to wash my hands. With my bladder no longer distracting me, it started to set in that I had been taken. Squeezing my eyes shut, I gripped the edge of the round basin and started to count in my head. 
 
    So far, I’d been changed and put in a bed nicer than my own, and it didn’t feel like anyone had touched me aside from the sore spot on my arm. Things could be worse, right? Technically, I was supposed to be dead. 
 
    Opening my eyes, I saw Mason in the doorway reflected back at me. Staring straight into the mirror, his eyes locked with mine. 
 
    He was no longer in a full suit, just slacks, a white button-down shirt, and a maroon tie. We stood like that for only seconds, but it felt like eons. It was he who broke the silence. 
 
    “You’ve been sleeping for almost forty-eight hours. I think I gave you a little too much sedative,” he mused. 
 
    That explained why there was a piece of cotton on my arm. What else has he done to you without your knowledge? 
 
    I didn’t realize how hard I was gripping the sink until my fingers began to tingle. Aside from my arm being a little tender, I felt fine. I was okay with being blissfully ignorant about anything else for the time being. 
 
    “Dinner’s ready. I’m sure you’re hungry,” he added after another minute. Huh? He took me so we could eat dinner? 
 
    Shaking my head, I bit my lower lip, continuing to watch him. What if this wasn’t real? 
 
    What if my mother had slipped me more pills? Or maybe she won and had finally succeeded in creating the girl she always said I was. 
 
    Wait. Did he say forty-eight hours? 
 
    Someone kidnapped you. You should be thanking him for paying you any attention. You should be focusing on doing whatever you need to do to make sure he keeps you and never sends you back to the she-devil. 
 
    “Stop,” I mumbled, staring into the sink, rubbing my temple in an attempt to quiet my head. 
 
    In the midst of my rambling, Mason pushed away from the door and came up behind me. For a man of his height and build, he shouldn’t have been able to move with the stealth of a housecat. 
 
    “I know that head of yours likes to make things hard, and I’m sure you’re confused, but try not to have a meltdown on your first night awake. We haven’t even got acquainted yet.” He lifted the tie from around his neck and placed it over my eyes, binding it behind my head. Responding on instinct, I reached up to remove it. 
 
    “If you touch it, I’m going to do your wrists next,” he warned me, his voice still soft and gentle. 
 
    I quickly dropped my hands back down to my sides. Curling and uncurling my fingers into the center of my palms, I anxiously waited for what he planned to do next, stiffening when he ran a hand through my hair. 
 
    Trying to gain control of my frazzled thoughts, I barely heard his murmured “Beautiful.” 
 
    He grabbed hold of my left hand, grasping it firmly in his, leading me away from the sink. 
 
    “Where am I?” 
 
    “Exactly where you belong,” he replied casually. 
 
    The smooth marble floor of the bathroom turned into the plush damask carpet of the bedroom. There was a small creak and a little burst of air from a door opening; then, marble was beneath my bare feet again. We paused exactly fourteen steps later. 
 
    “Hold onto me.” He let my hand go, moving it to his bicep. My other hand was placed on a smooth, cool banister. 
 
    “Go slow.” He guided me down the stairs, keeping a hand on my lower back. I could feel the firm muscle under his shirt, holding onto him as he advised. Every time I inhaled, I breathed his scent in. 
 
    He smelled like the expensive scotch malt my father used to drink, moss, and spiced sandalwood. 
 
    The entire situation was surreal. He wasn’t hurting me; his touch was gentle. What was the point of all this? 
 
    He reclaimed my hand the second we were off the twenty-third stair. I didn’t think we were actually going to be having dinner. When he dropped my hand again, though, it was to guide me into a chair. I had smelled the food before I saw it. 
 
    Once the tie was pulled off, it took a few blinks for my eyes to adjust to the dimly lit room. 
 
    There was a buffet of food spread out on a long twelve person dinette. With furrowed brows, I took in everything from the fajitas to the chicken confetti. It was all my favorites. 
 
    How does he know what I like to eat? 
 
    “I assume you remember how to feed yourself?” he checked, loading up a plate for himself. I watched him sit down and begin to eat as if this were an everyday occurrence. It could be, a little voice whispered in the back of my head. 
 
    That was true. I knew absolutely nothing about him except his name. His house showed his wealth, he knew my father, and there was an air of familiarity about him. 
 
    He cleared his throat, wiping his mouth with a sanitary napkin before standing again. 
 
    “Do I know you?” I questioned, managing to find my voice. 
 
    He didn’t answer right away, continuing to load another plate I assumed was for me. 
 
    “I plan for you to know me very well,” he finally replied, sliding the round dish in front of me. 
 
    “What does that mean?” 
 
    “You’ll see soon enough.” He sat back down and resumed eating, ignoring me. After watching him for a few minutes, I lifted my fork and reluctantly started picking at my chicken. I could feel the hunger pains in my stomach, but my appetite was obsolete. 
 
    The atmosphere was a different quiet than I was used to. It was comforting, almost. 
 
    I’d seen more than a few documentaries and reenactments about kidnapping. Not a single one went like this. 
 
    None of the perpetrators looked like him. None of the victims got to sit down and indulge in a deluxe full course meal. Those girls had all fought back, begged to be released, or let fear win. 
 
    I watched Mason eat through lowered lashes, trying to conjure up any one of those emotions, but they wouldn’t come. 
 
    I couldn’t wrap my head around it. There was no fear or despair; it was just me and a handsome stranger having dinner. 
 
    What I suppose was most mind-boggling, in spite of everything, was that I didn’t mind being there with him. An odd sort of calm had washed over me the second he held my hand. 
 
    He had my interest piqued. I wanted to know everything there was to know about him. As long as he wasn’t hurting me, what was the big deal? 
 
    Hadn’t I just been about to end it all? I had been alone in my own home for so long that the change of scenery was refreshing. Another human being was speaking to me like I was more than a trash receptacle. 
 
    But I didn’t understand why he took me the way he did, or why he took me in the first place. Was it about money? No. I doubted that. The large room we were in was just as lavish as the upstairs bed and bath were. The ceiling was high, the windows were tall with thick drapes covering each one and, just like upstairs, the room was immaculate. 
 
    When I looked back at Mason, I found him watching me with a studious look on his face. What was he thinking? 
 
    Say something, Katie. Can’t you act normal for once? 
 
    I looked down at my plate, growing frustrated with myself. 
 
    My brain could produce questions, but my mouth wouldn’t speak words. 
 
    “Why do you think you’re here, Katie?” Mason leaned forward, resting his elbows on the glass top table. I didn’t have an answer for him. 
 
    I was trying to determine that myself. After a few silent moments, I told him as much. 
 
    “I don’t know.” 
 
    “Guess.” He steeled his fingers beneath his chin, giving me his full attention. It took a large amount of effort not to look away. He seemed to be looking right through me, seeing everything I wasn’t ready to show. I didn’t like being beneath his microscopic lens. It made me feel claustrophobic. It was invasive. 
 
    Fortunately, the moment was stolen when his cell phone made a chirping sound. 
 
    His whole demeanor changed the second he glanced at the screen. 
 
    When he looked back up at me, his gaze was ten times more intense, like he was searching for something. He sighed, reaching for his drink and downing it before pushing his chair back. 
 
    “I hate to cut this short, but there’s something I have to take care of.” He stood up and rounded the table, offering me his hand. I eyed it warily, wondering how far I should push my limits for a man I knew nothing about. 
 
    Do you see any other men lining up to hold your hand? 
 
    “That’s not the same thing,” I snapped out of frustration. Why was I constantly battling with myself? He took me. Wasn’t it normal to be hesitant? 
 
    His hand grabbed mine before I could decide. I let him help me up, keeping my eyes downcast. 
 
    He had to have heard me chastising myself. It was impossible not to; he’d been standing right beside me. So why wasn’t he saying anything? 
 
    I trailed behind him, waiting for questions that never came. 
 
    My mother told me people would never want anything to do with me once they found out I had full blown arguments with the voice in my head. 
 
    If he was waiting for an explanation, he wouldn’t be getting one. I didn’t have one to give, and I didn’t want him to take me back home yet. I remained mute, looking around his house as we walked towards a spiral staircase. 
 
    We went up much quicker than we had come down. I had to move twice as fast to keep up with his long strides. When we reached the door of the room I woke up in, he planted a firm kiss on my cheek before gently pushing me inside. 
 
    “I’ll make dinner up to you.” He flashed me a stoic smile, reaching for the doorknob. 
 
    “You’re leaving? You’re locking me in?” 
 
    I have questions. 
 
    Coming to a standstill, he gave me a look I couldn’t decipher. He muttered something under his breath and stepped into the room, using his back to push the door shut. 
 
    If I had been a little more prepared, things might have gone differently. I would have known the night was about to go from calm to life-altering for the second time in a row by a man I was foolishly unafraid of. 
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    He didn’t give me any warning before making his next move. One second I was standing in front of him, and the next he was scooping me up like I was a baby doll. 
 
    He carried me across the room and deposited me onto the four poster bed. Bracing himself with one arm, he leaned over me and gently gripped my jaw. 
 
    “You might not remember me, but I remember you. You’re mine, Katie. You’ve been mine for a very long time.” 
 
    He dragged the pad of his thumb across my bottom lip, repeating the motion on the upper one. 
 
    I lay beneath him, immobilized. My heart was pounding so hard it felt as if it were going to burst from my chest. He sounded so sincere. 
 
    “What are you—” 
 
    He shushed me, leaning down and pressing his lips on mine. They were smooth, soft, just like I imagined they would be. His breath smelled like the alcohol he had just consumed. 
 
    I wasn’t sure what to do. Pressing my head back into the mattress only made him increase his mouth’s pressure. When I attempted to push against his chest, he grabbed hold of my wrists hard enough to bruise. 
 
    He caught my whimper with his mouth, slipping his tongue between my parted lips. 
 
    Whipping my head back and forth, I tried to break away. His amused laughter caused the first onslaught of tears to gather in my eyes. 
 
    “I’ve pictured this scene inside my head a million different times.” He rubbed his nose across mine, adjusting so that my wrists were pinned above my head. 
 
    “Please let me go,” I breathed out, sounding much calmer than I felt. He looked down at me, clucking his tongue and shaking his head. 
 
    “I can’t let you go, Katie-Kat. Not when I’ve waited so long to take you.” His green hues tracked my tears as they began to roll down my face. 
 
    “I love hearing you beg, but you’re prettier when you cry,” he sighed, trailing his tongue from my jaw to where the tears fell, licking them from my left cheek and then the right. 
 
    It was unexplainable how I found comfort in what he was doing. 
 
    “Whatever life you knew, it’s gone. There’s nothing outside these walls you need to believe in anymore.” As he spoke, he slowly ran his hand up my leg. 
 
    When I felt something hard against my apex, my stomach knotted into a painful ball of apprehension. 
 
    “Mason,” I pleaded again, desperately trying to pull my wrists free. 
 
    “You can make this hurt a little or a lot. Either way, your legs will be spread.” His tone was matter-of-fact, certain and cocky. My initial observation of him was proving to be spot on. 
 
    “Why are you doing this?” I half hiccupped the first part in the midst of a silent sob, pulling myself together enough to get out the rest. 
 
    I didn’t want to cry in front of him; it made me feel like I was giving him some power. 
 
    Maybe you are. Maybe you should. Why are you fighting something that could be good? 
 
    Shaking my head, I searched his face, trying to understand his motive. A man that looked like him didn’t need to do this. 
 
    He slid his hand between my legs and pulled my underwear to the side, running his fingers over my curls before easing two inside me. 
 
    There was a feeling of discomfort, but it wasn’t overly painful. I could feel everything he was doing, every push in and pull out. 
 
    He placed kisses on my cheeks, nipping my lower ear lobe and keeping my wrists pinned down. 
 
    My breathing was getting heavier; I started having to remind myself to exhale. I tried to understand the sensations and emotions hitting me all at once. I knew basic things about sex. I knew his fingers were being coated with my juices based purely on my body’s reaction. 
 
    Are you sure about that? 
 
    Was I? 
 
    It was the first time any man had ever touched me, but that didn’t stop my body from wanting his hand to stay where it was. My pitiful inexperience didn’t stop the pleasure from working against me, soothing me into accepting what he was doing. 
 
    When he started teasing my bundle of nerves with the pad of his thumb, I bit down on my tongue, holding back a moan, continuing to struggle against the hold he had me in. 
 
    “If you let go, you’ll remember how enjoyable this is.” He added more friction, biting down where my neck and shoulder blade met. I cried out in pain that was quickly trumped by pleasure as he continued his assault with his skilled fingers. 
 
    When I was breathless and worn out from fighting to break away, he stopped, confusing me because I suddenly didn’t want him to. Letting go of my aching wrists, he sat up and stared down at me. 
 
    He used his body to hold mine prisoner, trapping me on the bed as he removed his clothing. 
 
    I’d known from briefly holding his arm that he was a fit man, but now I could see every solid line and ridge of his abs. 
 
    His sun-kissed skin contrasted perfectly with mine. 
 
    When he took his belt off, time seemed to slow. 
 
    I knew what was coming, and how helpless I was to stop it—if I even wanted to. What if my inner voice was right? 
 
    This could be my only chance to experience any of these things. I just wished he would give me a minute to think. Squeezing my eyes shut, I tried to imagine that I was back at Glenda’s, but it was impossible to remove myself from the situation. The belt buckle made contact with the floor; my underwear was pulled off and tossed across the room. 
 
    “It’s okay,” he soothed in my ear, gripping my thighs and settling between my legs. I couldn’t force myself to relax. 
 
    I got a brief look at what was between his legs, and the little control that what was left over my nerves melted away. 
 
    You had to know this would happen. 
 
    “That’s not true,” I choked on air, blinking my eyes in an attempt to clear the fresh tears. 
 
    Mason moved his mouth to my neck, pressing his hard cock against my cunt. 
 
    “Let me hurt you. I just want to make you better.” His tone of voice was the same as always: gentle, maybe a bit husky. It was at complete odds with his actions. He pushed inside me with one thrust, pulling out just to repeat the motion. Sucking in a shocked breath, I grabbed his forearms, digging my nails into his skin so hard, one broke. 
 
    All I felt was an overwhelming amount of pressure, like my body wanted to expel what he forced into it. He was stretching me, pushing in despite my attempts to shove him out. I was full of him. My garbled screams only seemed to encourage him. 
 
    He pulled my hands off him, slamming them back down above my head. 
 
    Sex didn’t go anything like it did on television. I knew, though, that rape wasn’t sex. It was about power, and he was asserting himself like a fucking animal that was only operating on a primal instinct. 
 
    He kept pulling out, just to thrust harder every time he entered me. Not once did he let up. The tears eventually stopped; my inner turmoil raged on. The way he made me his was brutal. It was harsh. And I didn’t understand why I wanted it so much before the pain gradually ebbed away. 
 
      
 
    Through the entire ordeal, he never stopped kissing and stroking my skin. 
 
    When I thought the worst of it was over, I quickly found out that I couldn’t have been more wrong. 
 
    “Turn over,” he commanded, pulling out and flipping me onto my stomach before I could object. Lifting my hips, he entered me again without preamble. Gripping the bed sheets, I couldn’t stop the whimpers and moans from pouring out of my mouth. 
 
    If I thought what he was doing before was brutal, this was almost torture. I could feel the skin on my hips tearing from the way he dug into my flesh. When he finally let go, it was to grab my throat and force my head back. 
 
    He kept his gaze locked with mine, pressing a chaste kiss to my forehead in the midst of cutting off my airflow. It didn’t hurt at first; I could still breathe. 
 
    Then, he started thrusting harder, cutting off my screams by tightening his grip. 
 
    I thought I was going to die. His phone chirping again wound up being my saving grace. 
 
    Now it was painful; he was effectively making me struggle to breathe. 
 
    By this point, I should have been terrified but, for whatever reason, I wasn’t. 
 
    He picked his pace up, tightening his hold and causing my vision to fill with black dots. I held onto the sheets, unable to do anything but accept everything he dished out. 
 
    Just when I thought my lungs would cave and my vision became obscured by tears streaming down my face, he let go. I gasped in mouthfuls of air, sending myself into a coughing episode. 
 
    With a small, almost inaudible grunt, Mason buried himself to the hilt and stilled, causing me to lose balance and land on my stomach. 
 
    “You’re perfect.” His soft lips landed on my spine and confusion swarmed me like ants racing for a breadcrumb. What he just did was wrong. Wasn’t it? My body felt like it had just been put through a spin cycle. I was still trying to catch my breath, and he was still inside me, kissing up my back. 
 
    If it was so wrong, though, why did his words warm me from the inside out? 
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    I had expected him to leave. 
 
    Instead, I was carried to the shower and had another first added to my list. The warm water was bliss on my skin. I tried to ignore him, focusing on the bruises he’d left behind, but that was easier said than done. 
 
    His gentle touches returned as he washed me off like I was a piece of glass. I wanted to look at him, but I didn’t want him to see me. 
 
    He was beautiful, and I was nothing. I was the girl who wanted to be held by the man who had just ruined her. 
 
    He didn’t ruin you. He took a piece of you and replaced it with a piece of himself. 
 
    It was wrong; it was fucked up. Instead of standing in his fancy shower, letting him run his hands over my sore body, I should have been fighting to get away. I knew that, yet I wasn’t. Things had always been this way. The hardest battle I ever had to fight was against myself. My mind was the strongest prison I had yet to escape. 
 
    The cellular phone continued to chirp every few minutes. Figuring it was important, I forced myself to break the ice, desperately wanting to focus on something other than how I felt and what had just happened between us. 
 
    “Are you going to get that?” Ugh. Cringing at the sound of my hoarse voice, I regretted saying anything. 
 
    “I’m with you right now.” He gripped my shoulders, slowly turning me around, bringing us chest to chest. “You didn’t come, and that’s unacceptable.” 
 
    With no response for that in my repertoire, I looked up at him through wet lashes. 
 
    “Why are you doing this?” I barely whispered, feeling pathetically weak and confused, more so than ever before. 
 
    “I had to save you.” He brushed strands of wet hair from my face. “We’re going to be perfect together,” he smiled, showing every one of his perfect, straight white teeth. He backed me up until I hit the cool tiled wall. 
 
    “I want you to focus on me. I want you to feel everything I do to you. There is no one else here. It’s just you and me.” 
 
    I blinked, watching him go down on his knees. 
 
    I should have kneed him in the face and run like hell. That’s what the other girls did, but I was nothing like other girls. 
 
    Did he hurt me on purpose just to make me feel special? 
 
    Looking up at me, he placed his hands on my thighs and gently pulled my legs apart. Watching him with more than a little curiosity, I wasn’t ready for what came next. He began kissing the inside of my thighs, teasing my labia with the tips of his fingers. 
 
    He painted invisible patterns into my skin. Squeezing my eyes shut, I leaned my head back and stared up at the ceiling. 
 
    When he sank his teeth into me, they flew back open. The calm, turned on state he’d just lulled my body into vanished. 
 
    “Stop!” I screamed, grabbing hold of his hair to pull him away. 
 
    He laughed at me, gripping my legs impossibly tighter. When he detached his mouth, his teeth marks were left behind, imprinted on the swollen skin. 
 
    He looked at me with a gleam in his eye, burying his face between my legs, using his tongue like he had his cock. 
 
    “Mason,” I squeaked, grabbing onto his shoulders to keep my balance. He made a sound in the back of his throat, pressing his thumb against my clit. 
 
    I felt pressure rising in my lower stomach; a warmth began to flow through my body. 
 
    His tongue plunged in and out of me, sometimes fast, sometimes languid and slow. 
 
    When my legs began to tremble, he grabbed my butt to hold me up. My breath caught as I writhed against the wall. His intense gaze made everything I felt amplify to the next level. 
 
    I let go of his shoulders, grabbing the back of his head when the warmth and slow rising pressure exploded into an intense, heated pleasure that seemed to rush through my veins. I came, staring him in the eyes, holding onto him as if my life depended on it. 
 
    My very first orgasm came from the man who stole me in the middle of the night and unknowingly saved my life. The man who was going to change everything about me and how I saw myself. 
 
    He rose back up and pulled me into his arms, supporting my dead weight and holding me close for an elongated amount of time. 
 
    I wasn’t sure how to feel. My head was a mess. All I knew was that this was better than dying alone. 
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    I had fifteen text messages all saying the same thing. 
 
    Ginger got out of the barn. 
 
    Someone had doubly fucked up. Not only did they mess up locking the stall, but they didn’t lock the barn door correctly, either. It had to have been done on purpose. No one was that much of an idiot. 
 
    Everyone who worked for me knew what happened when I had to waste my time cleaning up their messes. 
 
    I kept my car’s beams on low, slowly driving in the opposite direction of my house. 
 
    My mind kept drifting to the beautiful woman I’d left sleeping in bed. I should have left the first time I got the message, but being the boss gave me the benefit of doing whatever the hell I wanted. 
 
    Besides, I couldn’t just leave. The look on Katie’s face when I went to lock the door tugged at something inside me that was rarely ever moved. I rolled my lips, still tasting her on my tongue. 
 
    I could still hear her little breaths and moans as I gently took her from behind. It would have been pushing it to fuck her as I wanted on her first night home. We had all the time in the world for that. 
 
    Her bitch of a mother would be nothing but a memory from this point forward. I’d make sure of that. Things would all start coming together soon enough. 
 
    Glancing at the dash, I sighed, shaking my head. It was almost two in the morning. Sleep wasn’t what I was worried about—insomnia was a close friend of mine—but I had better things to do than hunt down an escapee. 
 
    Ginger had been loose for well over an hour, but I doubted she had made it out of the area. There was nothing around but forest and flat acreage. 
 
    This was a sign that I needed to re-evaluate the men who worked for me. Seeing movement up ahead, I slowed even more, barely letting the car cruise forward. 
 
    “You’ve got to be fucking kidding me.” Did anyone even look for her? 
 
    She was limping up the middle of the damn street, plain as day. Cutting my lights off so I didn’t scare her into the trees, I tapped the gas until I was close enough that she heard the engine. 
 
    The second she looked over her shoulder, I pushed the pedal to the floor. She tried to run, but unfortunately for her, the Audi was faster. The chase was over before it started. 
 
    Her upper body contoured to the hood as I carried her forward. When I hit the brakes, her head smacked off the windshield a second before her body projected, leaving behind a decent sized crack. 
 
    I kept my foot on the brake, waiting to see if she was going to get back up. 
 
    When she just lay there like the world was ending, I put the car in park, flipped my low beams back on, and got out. 
 
    Shoving my hands into the pockets of my slacks, I walked up and assessed the damage. 
 
    Her right leg was broken, the bone sticking out at a fascinating angle. 
 
    Her left elbow had a good portion of skin missing, and she more than likely had some broken ribs. 
 
    Aside from that, was she in decent shape—unless she had internal bleeding. She lay there, sobbing into the pavement, refusing to look at me. It was a bit irritating. 
 
    Wasn’t this little accident her fault for running down the middle of the road? Or was it mine for hitting the gas and running her over? 
 
    I’m going to say it was her fault. Who the hell runs down the center of the street? 
 
    “So, did you learn some valuable lessons from this failed escape of yours?” I nudged her exposed bone with my shoe, smirking when she screamed in pain. 
 
    It was pathetically dull in comparison to Katie’s. I could listen to her scream all day. 
 
    The major difference between them was the fear element. It wasn’t my goal to scare Katie. The only place I wanted to intimidate her was the bedroom. I only wanted to hurt her when my dick was inside her and my hand was wrapped around her throat. 
 
    Of course, I had to bring her up to speed on the other aspects of our new life, but discipline so she became the woman she was meant to be and causing her pain for the fuck of it were two very different things. When I was done with her, she wouldn’t be so goddamn timid. She would be a goddess. 
 
    Walking back to the Audi, I reached inside and popped the trunk. Without dicking around, I walked up to Ginger and grabbed her by the hair. 
 
    The sound that left her mouth reminded me of a pig going to slaughter. 
 
    Rolling her so the hurt leg was guaranteed to make contact with the ground, I began dragging her back towards the car. 
 
    If I listened close enough, ignoring her screeches of pain, I could hear the broken bone grating against the pavement. 
 
    Reaching the Audi, I hoisted her up, dropped her in the trunk, and slammed the lid down, silencing her high-pitched screams. Every car I drove had layers of industrial plastic in the trunk for this very reason. 
 
    “You never know when you’re going to have to transport a body.” My father taught me that. It was some of the best advice he ever gave me. I could’ve used some more of it right about then. 
 
    Climbing back into the car, I did a sharp U-turn and headed back towards my house. I’d locked Ginger in the barn so the house would be empty when I brought Katie home. 
 
    My cousin gave me the redhead almost exactly a week ago; now was the perfect time to get rid of her. I didn’t need anyone else now. 
 
    Katie was my priority. I wanted her homecoming to go as smoothly as possible. It was a little too late for that, though. 
 
    Because of this little mishap, I was already re-planning things in my head. 
 
    We were supposed to have a simple dinner, talk, and then fuck. I knew she had questions and didn’t know how to voice them and, after watching her for the past three years, I knew her sleep schedule fluctuated, which is why I spiked the water I gave her. 
 
    I needed to get rid of the woman in the trunk as soon as possible so I could be back before Katie woke up. I didn’t have time to dismember Ginger and sort through the pieces. 
 
    Hitting the brakes, I did another U-turn, heading back in the opposite direction. The salvage yard was the perfect place to kill two birds with one stone. It would take me forty-five minutes to drop the Audi’s engine and drain the fluids. Then, I could crush the car with Ginger inside it. 
 
    If I moved quick enough, I could even swing by the new D&D and grab Katie a muffin. 
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    I’d been awake for the last three hours. 
 
    It was a little past ten in the morning. I knew that wasn’t late per se, but it was the longest I’d slept in years. My sore body more than likely contributed to that. 
 
    Everything hurt, from my puffy eyes to between my bruised legs. I wanted to lift the silk sheet off me and examine myself, but that required movement, and I just wanted to lay still. 
 
    Of all the emotions I should feel, oddly enough, betrayal was at the forefront. Was it wrong to have faith in strangers? Maybe I was just too naïve when it came to dealing with men. 
 
    He was nice to you. No one pays you any attention; you finally exist to someone other than your bitch of a mother. 
 
    “Don’t talk about her like that,” I mumbled, guilt setting in as I thought about my mom for the first time since everything transpired. She had to know I was missing by now. 
 
    Footsteps in the hall drew my attention over to the doors. One swung open and Mason walked in, carrying a silver tray in his hands. 
 
    “Permanecer,” he said, looking over his shoulder. I peered past him to see three large black dogs promptly sit down on their hunches. 
 
    Where had those come from? 
 
    “Good morning.” He gave me a full dimpled smile, setting the tray on the nightstand. Watching him walk across the room, I couldn’t help but marvel. He was back in a flawless three-piece suit, sans tie, looking just as good as he had the night before. 
 
    He pulled the drapes open before coming to sit on the edge of the bed. I had to shield my eyes for a second as they adjusted to the bright sunlight pouring into the room. 
 
    “Sit up. I brought breakfast.” He gestured to the tray, reaching for it in the process. 
 
    See, he’s thoughtful. 
 
    There was a monkey muffin in the center of a round dish. 
 
    A glass of milk was on one side, and a single white rose was on the other. 
 
    Were the roses from him? 
 
    “How did you know I liked these?” I asked, sitting up so he could place the tray on my lap, keeping the sheet wrapped around my chest. 
 
    “I know you,” he shrugged. Shrugged, like it was no big deal he knew what kind of muffins my father used to bring me after being gone for days at a time. 
 
    “How do you know my father?” I tried a new approach. Did he know where he went? 
 
    “That’s not important. Eat the muffin.” He nudged the plate towards me. I glanced at the large dogs watching us from the hall, then back at him, shaking my head. 
 
    “I can’t.” 
 
    “You can’t?” 
 
    Eat the fucking muffin. 
 
    “I can’t,” I snapped, glaring at the plate. My gaze went right back to Mason’s when I realized I’d spoken to myself out loud again. He stood from the bed without another word, walked to the door, and pushed it shut. 
 
    “Katie,” he sighed, turning back around. Does he think I’m weird now? I tried my best not to squirm under his watchful eye. He had done a nice thing, and I’d ruined it. The bed dipped beneath his weight when he sat back down. 
 
    “You’re going to eat this.” He moved the tray from my lap back to the nightstand, grabbing the muffin and holding it between us. 
 
    “I’m going to have my dick and my tongue in your ass, mouth, and pussy every day. Eating a muffin in front of me shouldn’t be an issue.” 
 
    He broke a chunk loaded with coconut and chocolate chip right off the top. 
 
    If I could see my face, I knew it would be crimson. 
 
    His vulgarity didn’t surprise me. The way he spoke to me was embarrassingly arousing and called forth images I shouldn’t have dared think about. 
 
    I opened my mouth, closing it around the delicious bite of banana flavored muffin. We sat like that for a good few minutes. He’d break a piece off, and then feed it to me. As I watched him watch me, question after question swirled through my head. 
 
    Mason was an enigma to me. I didn’t know anything about him, yet I knew what his body felt like. His skin was soft and warm, his chest solid and smooth, and his cock was thick and long. He wore suits, he was devastatingly handsome and, after he had hurt me, he made me feel good. 
 
    On the surface, he was the kind of man I daydreamed about. Beneath that were layers and pieces I couldn’t begin putting together. Why would a man like him take a sudden interest in a girl like me? 
 
    Why are you doing this? You want him; let him do whatever he wants to you. Stop trying to ruin this. 
 
    “Why did you kidnap me?” I finally asked him, causing him to pause in the middle of pulling another chunk of muffin off. 
 
    “Did I force you to get in the car?” He quirked a dark brow, leaning back on his elbow. 
 
    “Well, no. But—” 
 
    “I didn’t kidnap you, Katie-Kat. I gave you a chance to say no. You came with me out of your own free will.” 
 
    “You said you were taking me home.” 
 
    “This is your home.” 
 
    We stared at one another. He looked amused; I was frustrated. If this wasn’t kidnapping, what was it? 
 
    “You held a dope rag over my face to knock me out. What was that, then?” 
 
    He let out a mirthful laugh and sat back up. 
 
    “Katie, that was me taking precautions. I couldn’t have you wide awake and memorizing the route. I did that for your safety. ” 
 
    “Do you have any idea how insane you sound? Were you the one behind the roses?” I held up the flower by its thorny stem. I knew the answer already, but I needed to hear it from him. 
 
    “I gave you roses because they remind me of you. They represent new beginnings, innocence, sympathy, and purity. All those things relate to you. There’s more to them than meets the eye. They have a subtle beauty that can be overlooked by others.” He ran his thumb over my cheek, pressing a lingering kiss on my forehead. 
 
    He sat the muffin on the tray before taking hold of my wrists and running his thumbs over the scars. 
 
    “You’re so much more than the strange girl your mother tries to hide from the world. No one should be ashamed of you. Your flaws make you the closest thing to perfection I’ve ever seen.” 
 
    “Mason.” Sighing, I rested my forehead against his. This situation was beyond normal; I gave up trying to make sense of it. The biggest question was why? Why did he have such devotion to my well-being? How the hell did he know I was in the hospital? 
 
    “Why did you take me?” Pulling away from him, I looked into his eyes, searching for answers. Instead of responding, he cupped my jaw, adding pressure to force my mouth open. 
 
    He brought our lips together, using his tongue to tempt mine. Wrapping my arms around the back of his neck, I mimicked his movements. Somewhere in the back of my mind, I registered that this was my first real kiss. 
 
    He was my first everything, making me feel things I never knew I could. I hated it. This wasn’t normal. Why couldn’t I just be normal? He tasted like fresh cinnamon and mint; it would forever be my favorite flavor. 
 
    His dark hair was still damp from a recent shower. When the sheet fell away, exposing my round breasts, I was too caught up in him to care. He broke the kiss off after a few minutes, nuzzling his nose against mine. 
 
    “You have an amazing body. I want to paint you on a mural,” he murmured. 
 
    It took me a second to understand what he meant. 
 
    “You’re a painter?” 
 
    He’s gorgeous, artistic, thoughtful, and he can make you come. Who cares how you got here? Why would you want to give that up? 
 
    Mason leaned back, dropping his gaze to my chest. 
 
    “I’m a lot of things,” he confessed, reaching out and tracing my breasts with his fingertips. Could he feel how fast my heart was beating? 
 
    “Some people have vices that terrify those raised to believe certain things are right and wrong. I’m one of those people.” 
 
    What? 
 
    “What aren’t you saying?” 
 
    “I like to take people apart for inspiration.” 
 
    Fighting to keep my face impassive, I waited for further explanation. He couldn’t mean that literally. 
 
    “I don’t…understand,” I said slowly when he didn’t elaborate. 
 
    “Come on; I’ll show you.” 
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    I had yet to see my reflection in the mirror, brush my teeth, or use the bathroom, but I was back in my robe, following Mason down the hallway. 
 
    His large black dogs trailed behind us, moving almost as quietly as he did. Everything was silent aside from the soft tap of his dress shoes and the clicking of his dogs’ nails. 
 
    “Here we are.” He paused in front of a large black door, entering a four-digit pin on an electric keypad. When the lock beeped twice and he pushed the door open, I didn’t want to believe what I was seeing. I couldn’t believe what I was seeing. 
 
    Mason pulled me into a room that looked nothing like the rest of his house. The walls were stone, the floor was black and white tiled slate. There was various odd equipment placed around the room, and against one wall was an easel holding a blank piece of canvas. 
 
    My mind rapidly worked to figure out why he would have a girl restrained in something that looked like a dental chair in the center of the room. She turned her head and stared right at me. The helpless despair in her eyes went straight to my heart. 
 
    Her blonde hair was in messy disarray; she was completely nude. 
 
    Dark mascara was smeared across her face, and a painful looking flesh wound was on her head. 
 
    “Mason, who is this? What have you done?” Rushing to the blonde’s side, I reached out to help her but ultimately dropped my hands back down to my sides. 
 
    Her restraints seemed like simple leather clasps from afar. Up close, I could see little rivulets of blood running from her wrists where they were embedded in her flesh. Another thick strap was wrapped around her head, covering her mouth. 
 
    “I don’t know who she is.” He circled to the other side of the chair and ran the back of his knuckles down her cheek. The girl whimpered, turning her head away. 
 
    Why is he touching her? 
 
    I was instantly disgusted with myself. Why did that matter? 
 
    “Mason, you have to let her go. The police—” 
 
    “Katie-Kat, your concern is touching, but no one is going to come here looking for this girl. I saw her walking down the back road after I got rid of…took care of something else. I offered her a ride, and she got in. 
 
    “Pretty girls shouldn’t get into cars with strangers.” He gave me a cruel little smirk, walking over to a cabinet that hung in the corner. 
 
    I glared at the side of his face. That was a blatant jab at me. My mother’s words rang loud and clear in my head. She told me it wasn’t safe outside, that someone would take advantage of me and I would get hurt. I thought that was her way of trying to control me, but she was right. She’d been telling the truth. 
 
    “I told you I like to take them apart. I get a better visual of what to paint.” He shrugged his suit jacket off, pulling things from the cupboard I couldn’t see because his frame was blocking my view. 
 
    “It started as a hobby. My father encouraged me to nurture the skill set. One of his benefactors saw a painting I did, and the rest is history,” he continued explaining, walking over to a large metal tub and turning on the water. When he finally turned back around to face me, he held a scalpel in one hand and a capped needle in the other. 
 
    “What are you doing?” 
 
    He approached the girl, popped the cap off the syringe, and inserted it into her arm. 
 
    “It’s a mild sedative. She’ll be relaxed enough not to feel anything, but still aware of her surroundings.” 
 
    “Why are you showing me this?” I tugged at my hair until my scalp hurt. 
 
    “So you would rather I keep it a secret, and you find out through some other means? You’re part of my life now. This,” he gestured to the blonde, “is your life now. You’ll learn to enjoy it. Give it time.” 
 
    I knew the man was a little off. He’d kidnapped me, for fuck’s sake, and claimed I came with him willingly, but to this degree? He stood there humming a little tune to himself, about to play Hostel. 
 
    I wish it were some sick ploy my mother came up with to torment me, but the blood was real. The blonde’s silenced screams and fear were real. 
 
    “Mason. Don’t do this. This is wrong!” 
 
    “This isn’t wrong,” he scoffed. “Life is full of death, and death is never happy or pretty. This is the easy part.” 
 
    I stood, cemented to the floor as a scene straight out of a late-night horror movie played out in front of me. 
 
    With quick efficiency, he buried the scalpel in her neck, hit a button on the side of the chair that freed her wrists, and did each of them next. I had never seen so much red in my life. Movies never showed someone’s body going into convulsions as they died. 
 
    Bile rose in the back of my throat; her blood sounded like rain drops hitting the floor. This was his hobby? The metallic smell was too much. I began walking backward, searching for a door knob. 
 
    It was then that I realized something was terribly wrong with me. Part of me wanted to worship the ground he walked on, bloody scalpel and all. The other wanted the man back from five minutes ago, and to remain oblivious to all of this. 
 
    They’re the same damn person. 
 
    “Katie.” He sat the scalpel down and stepped around the chair. I retreated so fast, my back collided with the door. 
 
    “Don’t run.” 
 
    He didn’t have the second word out of his mouth before I was out of the room and racing down the hall. 
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    Well, fuck. 
 
    That went almost like I thought it would. 
 
    Sighing, I looked at the lifeless blonde in my chair. I couldn’t leave her like this; that would ruin my whole process. Twirling the scalpel in my fingers, I brushed excess hair back from her forehead. 
 
    Gently pressing the blade to her hairline, I made an incision all the way around, lifting her head up to get the back. 
 
    I traced over the same line until the crown could come off with a firm tug. Gathering her blonde, bloody strands in my hand, I did just that. The sound reminded me of Velcro coming apart. There was a sweet little plop when I flung the round mass onto the floor. 
 
    Pausing for a second, I listened for any sound from Katie downstairs. I wasn’t too concerned at the moment; it’s not like she could go anywhere. Lifting my cadaver from the chair, I carried her to the tub that was almost overflowing with hot water and submerged her corpse. 
 
    After cutting the water off, I grabbed the hose from the wall and began to spray down the chair, thinking of how much worse things could have gone. 
 
    The last two women I’d shown this room to both screamed for the cavalry and ran for the hills. 
 
    Sadly, they were no longer among the living, but I honored them with a painting. They didn’t mean much to me; none of the women who came and went from my life did. I was still a man, though, and sometimes I hated being alone. 
 
    People had a skewed sense of what was right and wrong. Society pushed its rules on them like a shepherd leading a flock of lambs. 
 
    Understand that I am not psychotic, deranged, or mentally ill. I can stop at any time. I’m well aware of everything I do. It’s not me that has the problem. People who turn up their noses at what they can’t understand do. 
 
    My avocation is much more relaxing than anyone else’s. 
 
    I suppose my father could be the exception. He took the meaning of a snuff film to an entirely different level. Just because I didn’t like being on a live feed for an audience as I sculpted, it didn’t mean I condemned him for his work. 
 
    Hell, I worked with him behind the scenes. 
 
    I was over people screaming bloody murder when they found out the truth. Katie was a solution for many things, all of them selfish on my end. I didn’t feel bad about it, and I regretted nothing. 
 
    I needed her and I would make her understand that we were in this together. She was just like me, and she needed to stop being afraid to embrace it. 
 
    Shutting the hose off, I hung it back on the wall and started the process of draining the tub. While the water ran out, I laid my chair flat and covered it with plastic drop cloths. 
 
    After taking a second to crack my knuckles, I retrieved blonde’s wet, nude corpse, and secured it again. 
 
    Studying her for a few seconds was all the time I needed for my mind to start working out which pieces to keep and which ones to get rid of. 
 
    Everything needed to go but her head and torso. Retrieving my scalpel from its resting place, I cut from the top of her chest to her waist. Once she was wide open, I switched out my scalpel for a medical mask and a hammer. 
 
    Covering my face so I didn’t get a mouthful of noxious odor, I flipped the hammer around and used the claw to pull apart her ribcage. The gore never bothered me; neither did the sound of crunching bone. This was almost my favorite part. 
 
    I glanced at my surgeon's saw, debating if I wanted to dismember her now or get cleaned up and find Katie. 
 
    Unsurprisingly, Katie won. It would take me over an hour to cut through the sinew and remove her organs. Catching a glimpse of my reflection in the mirror, I flicked a chunk of something fatty off my ruined shirt. 
 
    I decided it would probably be better to change clothes rather than hunting her down a bloody mess. 
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    I nearly fell headfirst down the stairs, losing my balance after tripping over one of Mason’s dogs. 
 
    I expected him to come after me, but he never did. I had to have run through his entire lower level at least twice, finding nothing but door after door that refused to open. My bare feet echoed off the black and white marble floor. 
 
    Once I was back in the large open foyer, I went straight for the front door as if it had magically unlocked in the midst of me running around like a chicken with my head torn off. 
 
    The knob turned, but the stupid thing didn’t budge. There was an empty space on the wall in the kitchen where the phone should have been. 
 
    I couldn’t get kidnapped by a regular creep; life decided to gift me with Patrick Bateman reincarnated—only much better looking. 
 
    “You’re not going to get out. I have the security system set to prevent that. Did you think I’d let you get away from me?” 
 
    Whirling around, I spotted Mason on the stairs. His three shepherds were lined up behind him as if waiting for a command. 
 
    “I wish you would calm down, Katie. I’m not going to kill you. Necrophilia isn’t my thing.” 
 
    Ignoring him, I darted back through the drawing room, crying out when my hip smashed into a round side table. 
 
    I didn’t know the layout of his home well enough to know where to go. I wasn’t even sure what I was running from. I wasn’t afraid of Mason; I was afraid of how I felt about him. 
 
    How could I be so attached to a man I’d just met? After what he just did? I repulsed myself. I wished life had a pause button like a remote control. I just wanted everything to stop, so I could think clearly for once. 
 
    I zipped through various rooms loaded with large furniture, each one of them oozing wealth. 
 
    I had just turned another corner when a strong arm came around my waist, stopping me in my tracks. 
 
    Mason hoisted me over his shoulder like I weighed nothing, carrying me back towards the foyer. I hung upside down, twisting and turning. 
 
    “Calm down.” He smacked my butt hard enough to leave a stinging sensation when his hand fell away. A small yelp slipped out, and I went still. The robe had fallen almost completely open by this point; I fought to control my breathing, dangling over his shoulder like a limp noodle. 
 
    He carried me back to the bedroom, shooing his dogs off and using his foot to shut the door. I was tossed down on the bed, landing on all fours. He shoved my face into the mattress, ignoring my screams. 
 
    “Get off me!” Pushing myself up on, I barely turned my head before his hand was tangled in my hair and shoving me back down. For whatever reason, I noticed how clean he was now. 
 
    “I would never touch you with the filth of another woman on me,” he responded to my unspoken thought, pulling the robe from my body. 
 
    The sound of his zipper going down was the encore for what came next. 
 
    My legs were nudged apart with his knee; he cupped my sex with one hand for less than a second before replacing it with the bulbous head of his cock. 
 
    “Your pussy is dripping wet. You feel it, don’t you?” he taunted, running his length up and down my slit. Of course I felt it. My body was sore from the night before, but something inside me was begging for more. 
 
    How did I go from working at a vintage diner to living a B grade horror film? I told myself count to ten and barely made it to two before I was flat on my stomach with him inside me. 
 
    “You’re beautiful,” he soughed. 
 
    “Mason.” 
 
    Gripping the sheets, I half-moaned, half-screamed his name into the mattress from the harsh intrusion. Just like before, he gave me no time to adjust. 
 
    He wrapped my hair around his fist and rocked into me, burying himself balls deep. I could hear how sopping wet I was every time he thrust. 
 
    I was overflowing with him in every way. He was in me, stretching me, making me feel everything. It hurt and felt like heaven at the same time. 
 
    All the old memories and thoughts in my head were wiped out and replaced with nothing but him at that moment. Every thrust reminded me that I was at his mercy. 
 
    When he snaked a hand between us to rub my clit, I was coming with a soundless scream in a matter of seconds. 
 
    “Stop,” I gasped, fighting to get out from beneath him. It was too much; he was too much for me to handle. When his hand left my hair, I thought he was going to give me a reprieve. 
 
    Instead, he gripped me painfully hard by the back of the neck, shoving me down more forcefully. I heard his other hand hit the headboard to brace himself. 
 
    “But we just got started,” he sighed. 
 
    Every time I told him he was hurting me, he hurt me a little more. If I fought back, he got a little rougher. 
 
    I wore myself out and gave in to him. There was something inside me waking up, something that enjoyed the way it burned when his grip was too tight, and the bruises he left behind that proved this was real. 
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    He left some time after midnight and had yet to come back. 
 
    I figured out the door was locked later that night. There was nothing I could do but pace around the room, wondering what was going on. 
 
    I couldn’t pinpoint what was happening, but when the sun came up, there was a subtle shift in the air. 
 
    The dead silence had been replaced by the dogs occasionally barking, a lawn mower running, and doors opening and closing. It was as if the house had been at a standstill and was suddenly animated again. 
 
    Yet, there was no sign of Mason. 
 
    Pulling the heavy drapes to the side, I stared out of the arched window. All I saw was a meticulously landscaped yard surrounded by tall trees. Where in Redwood were there houses of this size with so much land? 
 
    Nowhere. 
 
    So, where the hell was I? 
 
    Scrubbing a hand over my face, I walked to the bed and sat down. The whole situation was surreal. I still had zero answers. All I’d figured out thus far was that Mason decapitated people for fun and used sex as a weapon. 
 
    If that’s what it was. I always told him to stop, but that’s not actually what I wanted. There was something about being hurt by him that I secretly enjoyed. 
 
    Damn, I was a fucked up individual. And the blonde he killed? Once she was dead, I was more horrified that I wasn’t horrified, justifying it by knowing that there was nothing I could do to save her. 
 
    I hated this feeling of being torn right down the middle. The second our eyes met, Mason infected me like an airborne pathogen. Whatever was manifesting between us was dangerous. I wanted him, but I was supposed to hate him. 
 
    That’s what was expected, right? None of the girls in the documentaries felt more at home with the man holding them captive than they had with their families. 
 
    Stop comparing yourself to other girls. You aren’t like other girls. 
 
    Pushing off the bed, I wandered into the large closet. Staring at my reflection in the large mirror hanging on the wall, the bruises Mason left behind were fading, and aside from that, I didn’t look much different than I had before he took me. 
 
    All the clothes surrounding me seemed to have been handpicked by him specifically. I hated the colors red and yellow; my mother only bought me clothes in those spectrums. There wasn’t a hint of them anywhere, hung up or on a shelf. 
 
    He knew so much about me that it should have been unnerving, but I considered it endearing that he put so much effort into making me comfortable. 
 
    Why can’t you just accept him? 
 
    “He’s a murderer,” I mumbled, running my fingers through my hair. 
 
    He’s special. 
 
    Walking back into the room, I eyed the white roses on the fireplace mantle. 
 
    The pretty white flower was a constant reminder that it was he who thought about me often enough to load up my hospital room with flowers and balloons. Enough that I always got a delivery on the days I felt the worst. 
 
    Sure, it could be considered insignificant and meaningless to some, but it mattered to me. A man who took the time to have that done couldn’t be all bad. 
 
    The law of attraction was clearly at work, because not a second later the door swung open and I was staring at Mason. He stood in the doorway, holding a giant white bag, smirking when I glared. 
 
    “Did you miss me?” 
 
    “No,” I quickly responded, hoping my voice didn’t convey the truth. His growing smile told me that he wasn’t fooled. I didn’t miss him exactly, but I wasn’t ashamed to admit that I loved not being alone. 
 
    Since he took me, he never left me for long. He stepped into the room with a serious expression replacing his grin. 
 
    “I’m sorry I locked you away.” 
 
    “I’ve always been locked away,” I huffed, crossing my arms in front of my chest. 
 
    “Well, that’s about to change. You’re too pretty to be in a cage. I’m going to make sure you live.” 
 
    Watching him walk to the bed and dump the contents of his bag, I knew I’d heard that line before. 
 
    “You’re too pretty to be in a cage. I’m going to make sure you live.” 
 
    If you trusted yourself, you would have figured this out a long time ago. 
 
    “You said I didn’t know you!” I unselfconsciously began to rub my chest, something I did when I was upset. My brain was trying to click the pieces together; he was too familiar. Was this the man who had saved my life? 
 
    “Katie, you don’t know me. You barely remember me. I’ve been trying to fuck some sense into you since you got here. If you remember anything at all from now on, it’s going to be my cock.” 
 
    “I don’t understand. What does that even mean?” 
 
    “We can talk about it later; I need you to get ready for dinner.” 
 
    “You say that a lot, Mason. I think you’re full of shit.” I regretted the words as soon as I said them. The change in his demeanor was instant. 
 
    It was beyond frustrating, not knowing how to deal with him. He was changing everything; he was changing me so rapidly in such a short window of time that it was morally terrifying. 
 
    “I may be a lot of things, but a liar has never been one of them, and full of shit is another.” 
 
    His green eyes narrowed, pinning me to the wall. When he began rolling up the sleeves of his shirt, I looked around for some type of escape route. 
 
    I took one small step to the right, and that was as far as I got. He was too quick for me to move much further, crushing me between him and the plaster. I stared up at him, my breath coming in little spurts. 
 
    Beg him to hurt you. You know it’s what you want. 
 
    Swallowing, I was almost prepared to listen and do just that, but Mason did it himself without me having to say a word. 
 
    “You test my patience to the limit. If you were anyone else, you’d be dead.” He grabbed my jaw, gripping it so hard, it popped. Something that sounded between a grunt and a squeal got caught in my throat. 
 
    He crushed his mouth to mine, squeezing harder when I clamped down. Whimpering, I parted my lips, feeling his tongue skate across the roof of my mouth and intertwine with mine. The minty cinnamon flavor I loved teased my taste buds. 
 
    I loathed this new, constant ache between my thighs and the fantasies in my mind where he overpowered me and made me do degrading things. 
 
     All the while, I silently begged him not to stop. 
 
    As he held me against the wall, it was like a switch flipped in my brain and someone else took over. I bit down on his tongue, causing him to grunt and jerk away. When I attempted to shove him, he caught my wrists, pinning them to the wall by my sides. 
 
    He stole what air there was between us, chuckling softly into my hairline. After pressing a kiss to my forehead, he pulled back slightly to look at me. 
 
    “You like this,” he murmured. 
 
    Licking my lips, I tried to look away, feeling my face flame. I couldn’t admit the truth to myself or him. The voice in my head urged me to give in. Sometimes, I wished I could be more like that Katie. She spoke her mind and would have told him how I felt. 
 
    He let go of my wrists, bringing his hands up to cup my face. 
 
    “Give me permission to fuck and abuse you.” His voice was back to being gentle, just like his touch. I wanted this moment between us to never end. Why did the good things have to come with the bad? 
 
    Say yes. 
 
    “Okay.” Slowly nodding, I furrowed my brows in confusion when he stepped away. Embarrassment made me want to sink through the floor. What was I even doing? 
 
    Before I could think too hard about it, he was leaning back down to brush his lips across my cheek. 
 
    “After dinner. There’s something I need to show you.” 
 
    When he stepped back again, I saw the dark look in his eyes. I heard the promise in his tone. Part of me was excited; the other was mortified at what I had just done. 
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    If my head spun any more, it would spin right off my shoulders. After Mason had been assured that I knew how to use a razor without trying to kill myself, he left me to get showered and dressed. 
 
    Only, now that I was alone, standing beneath a steady stream of hot water, all I could do was think. Funny how that worked. When he was near me, all I could see was him. 
 
    When he was gone, I forced myself to think of the bigger picture. Otherwise, I would only think of him. 
 
    I examined every inch of my body like it held the answers to my questions. What did he want from me? There had to be something. 
 
    I’d told myself to harden my heart and snuff out the absurd feelings I felt for him, but it was easier said than done. I felt so naturally comfortable around him. The awkward girl barely made an appearance. When he called me beautiful, I knew he meant it. 
 
    How could he say I barely remembered him? I might not have known his face, but I knew his voice. In the recess of my mind, I even knew his touch. He’d pulled me from a tub of bath water full of blood, holding me on his lap and refusing to let me go. 
 
    The man had saved my life not once, but twice. I’m not sure he was aware of the second time, or maybe he had a freaky sixth sense when it came to me. 
 
    I never saw his face that night; I only heard his voice rousing me from slipping away. I felt his suit jacket around my shoulders before I was comfortably numb. 
 
    The mysterious man I’d been desperate to see again was Mason Andreou. How could someone so sweet, gentle, and kind have a hobby that involved murdering people? And why the fuck didn’t that bother me more than it was? 
 
    What if Mason was like me, and I was like him? Maybe we were two halves of one soul. If only my head would let me be. I could voice all these thoughts aloud. 
 
    I had questions. My entire twenty-one years of life, and all I had were questions. I should have demanded answers in more than half the situations I found myself in. I didn’t even find out why he locked me up. 
 
    It was time to get answers for once, and that required me to lead with my head and not my heart. But that was easier said than done when my mind could turn against me at any given moment. 
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    Mason said the word ‘sexy,' and I felt like a turtle trying to put on a clown costume. 
 
    He brought me a two-piece lacy little number and a sheer robe to go over it. I did my best to pull it together. Honestly, I had no clue what I was doing. The result was my reflection in the mirror looking better than I felt. 
 
    No, I didn’t want to wear the ridiculous ensemble, but if I was ever going to figure him out and find out what was going on, I couldn’t rebel at every chance I got. 
 
    Using the banister to guide me, I slowly walked down the stairs. The strong aroma of hot food was in the air, making my mouth water. When was the last time I’d eaten something? 
 
    Not seeing Mason in the foyer, I wandered into the dining room, but he wasn’t there either. 
 
    Figuring he would show up like he always seemed to do, I walked to the living room. The night I had tried to get away from him, I’d seen some of his paintings on the wall. 
 
    There were four of them, each on their own canvas. Two were done in darker colors, and two were abstract. They were grotesque and morbid, but at the same time intriguing and unique. 
 
    Just like Mason. 
 
    If I hadn’t known what his muse was behind them, I never would have suspected corpses. None of the paintings featured the room or the chair. 
 
    One of the abstracts had a woman missing her eyes, but her mouth had been sewn closed around one of them in the middle. 
 
    A darker painting had a man in it. His skin looked similar to an eroded penny, and his nose was missing. Without realizing what I was doing, I began tracing the outline of the frame. I could picture Mason taking his time to get the definition just right. 
 
    How did something like this manifest into a hobby? I wanted to be a violinist once, but I didn’t go around slicing people up for inspiration. 
 
    “What do you think?” 
 
    I jumped, pulling my hand back as if I’d been caught doing something wrong. Looking over at him leaning against the door frame, I felt my face flush. 
 
    He’d left me with a jumble of conflicted feelings and a body that ached for his touch. Seeing him again had them returning full force. I shifted on my feet, squeezing my thighs together. It was uncomfortable, to say the least. I had crotchless underwear on and could feel the heat gathering between my legs. 
 
    “They’re interesting,” I admitted honestly, looking away. 
 
    “Do you like them?” he questioned, coming to stand behind me, sliding his arms around my waist. I melted back into him like it was the most natural thing in the world. 
 
    “I do like them,” I answered quietly. 
 
    Five points for honesty. 
 
    “Are these all of them?” 
 
    “Katie-Kat, I’m thirty-two years old. There have been way more than just four.” He smiled against my neck, maneuvering me away from the wall. 
 
    He was thirty-two? That meant he had a good eleven years on me. 
 
    “How did you know what I did?” The question burst from my mouth like a balloon losing helium. Turning me around, he looked down at me as if debating how he wanted to respond. 
 
    “When I realized I couldn’t trust your mother, I put cameras in your house. I just happened to be around that night. I saw it on my phone.” He didn’t bat an eyelid after dropping that bomb. “It must have been fate for me to save your life.” 
 
    “There is so much wrong with everything you just said. Mostly that you know my mother. I thought you knew my dad.” 
 
    “Come with me. There’s something I need to show you.” He kept one arm around my waist, guiding me out of the room and down the back hall. 
 
    We walked into an office that sat all the way at the end; it was a room that had been locked shut the night before. 
 
    There was a large mahogany desk in the center of the room; a thick black leather chair sat behind it. Rows of dark shelves were built into the back wall. A leather sofa was directly across from it, and a large arched window made up one entire wall. I assumed it gave him a full view of his backyard. 
 
    “Sit here.” He walked me around the desk and sat me in his chair. I watched him fiddle with the computer mouse and pull up a white screen with various dates logged on a spreadsheet. 
 
    “Do you see these dates?” He dragged a little black cursor up and down the screen. 
 
    “Yes,” I answered, nodding. 
 
    “Do you see today’s date?” He pointed across the room to where a calendar hung on the wall, then moved his cursor to the bottom part of the monitor to show me it said the same thing. 
 
    “I see it,” I acknowledged that they were a little over a year apart, wondering where he was going with this. 
 
    “Good. Now listen.” 
 
    He hit a play button, and a woman’s robotic voice started speaking, reciting that the date was May eleventh, year two thousand and seventeen. Two voices began speaking after that, a conversation I could immediately tell was between Mason and my mother. 
 
    Mason: “I’m beginning to think you’re obsessed with me. What do you need at three in the morning?” 
 
    Glenda: “You would know all about obsession, considering Katie is all you seem to be interested in.” 
 
    Glancing at Mason, I wondered if he had heard the blatant hostility in her voice when she said my name. 
 
    As the conversation continued, the way she felt about me became even clearer. 
 
    Mason: Are you drunk? 
 
    Glenda: I wish I were drunk. I wanted to be sure we were still on the same page. You never answer when I call, so I figured now was a great time. 
 
    Mason: Some people actually work, Glenda. I know the concept is strange to you, but I like having money to afford the finer things in life. Nothing has changed. We tell her nothing. We both know she can’t handle the truth. 
 
    Glenda: Ah, yes. Money. I had the privilege of affording nice things too, once. Then that bastard gave me two kids, and all the money seemed to vanish. 
 
    Mason: The next time you feel the need to have an emotional one on one, call a fucking therapist. 
 
    Glenda: I’ll be coming to see you soon, Mason. 
 
    There was a little beep after that, and the audio ended. I sat staring at the screen long after he hit the big X in the corner. 
 
    “Mason, what are you trying to tell me?” 
 
    “Look at this.” He gestured to the screen again, this time showing me a web page with my father’s house displayed. 
 
    I watched the screen move down to a part that said ‘Pricing and History.' 
 
    One click of a button had me even more confused. The house had been sold July twenty-sixth of the same year. Almost two months exactly after that phone call. 
 
    Rubbing my chest, I began trying to sort through this information in my head. It was pointless, because I had no idea what his intentions were, and the voice in my head was trying to rationalize everything at once. 
 
    As if reading my mind, Mason began to explain. 
 
    “She owes me a substantial amount of money, and you’re her pretty little lump sum. Your father ensured you would be well provided for. Why do you think she had her claws in you so deep?” 
 
    “Wait.” Rubbing my forehead, I struggled to make sense of the situation, “Are you trying to tell me that this was planned? And what lump sum? I don’t have any money.” 
 
    “She knows I have you, if that’s what you’re asking. That little trip to meet your extended family was bullshit. She doesn’t have any family. I’m guessing she was going to get rid of you and collect the profit.” 
 
    Looking up at him, I couldn’t understand why he was so callous about this. 
 
    “You don’t even care.” My voice cracked on the last word. 
 
    “You’re right; I don’t care, and neither should you. That woman treated you like dog shit not even worth wiping from the bottom of her fake designer shoe.” 
 
    His words cut deep, but only because they were true. No one wants to admit that their mother hates them for reasons unknown to them. I suppose I always knew it. The girls on television and in town had completely different relationships from the kind my mother and I had. 
 
    My father, the tutors, and my nanny always treated me better than she did. 
 
    “Is she coming here? Why did she need to see you? What is it you aren’t telling me, Mason?” I questioned. 
 
    “We can discuss this another time. I didn’t have you dress up so we could sit around and talk about the past. I just wanted to give you some clarity on what’s going on. I know that mind of yours can get ahead of itself. 
 
    “You don’t have to worry about your mother. I won’t let her hurt you anymore.” 
 
    He reached for my hand and pulled me up from the chair, closing the discussion without giving me any answers. 
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    When we entered the dining room, a wisp of a girl disappeared through the other doorway. If I had blinked a second slower, I would have missed her. 
 
    “Who is she?” I asked, peeking over my shoulder at Mason. 
 
    “Kendra. She’s been cooking for me for years. Don’t worry about her; she’s harmless.” He pulled a chair out for me, and I sat down. 
 
    “What do you mean, she’s harmless?” I mumbled absent-mindedly, partially lost in my head. 
 
    “Well, she doesn’t have a tongue,” he chuckled. 
 
    I almost dropped the water I’d just picked up, gaping across the table at him. I didn’t dare ask why or how that happened—not that I didn’t want to know, but she was possibly in the next room, and I had decent manners if nothing else. 
 
    “Mason.” Sighing, I placed the glass back on the table. “Why did you save me?” It was a simple question I plucked from the dozen circling in my mind. 
 
    “I was lonely, and so were you. We don’t ever have to be that way again.” 
 
    I thought that would be the extent of his answer, but then he elaborated, leaving me with nothing else to say. 
 
    “I wanted you before I even met you. You’re strange like me; it's clear as day. I have been waiting for someone like you for a very long time. If you haven’t figured it out by now, I’m pretty fucking enamored with you in every way.” He cut into his steak and took a bite. 
 
    Why would he be enamored with me? 
 
    Because you’re a perfect match. You just won’t accept it. 
 
    I wanted to, though. I wanted to be with him in every way there was to be with someone, but I couldn’t tell his truths from his lies, and I was proving to be a weak-hearted fool when it came to him. All he had to do was touch me, and my body would detonate. 
 
    Even then, I should have been more focused on whether or not he’d lied to me about my mother. 
 
    Instead, I was thinking about what he’d just said. We ate in silence for a while before he spoke again. 
 
    “Would you ever kill someone?” he cocked his head to the side and asked. 
 
    “No,” I answered flippantly. 
 
    “Have you ever killed a bug?” 
 
    “Are you comparing a human life to a bug’s? That’s not even the same thing.” My tone was incredulous. 
 
    “Just answer the question.” 
 
    “Yes, Mason, I have killed a bug.” 
 
    “See, that makes you a killer. Who gets to decide which life is more valuable than another? It’s just like morals. Everyone will have a slightly different definition of what’s right and what’s wrong, but is it wrong because they were taught it was? And is something right because of the same reason?” 
 
    I simply stared at him, words failing me. 
 
    God, this man is beautifully brilliant. 
 
    “Just answer this, Katie. Would you kill to save a life?” 
 
    “I’m not a killer.” 
 
    “That’s a shame. I think it’s time we fix that.” He gave me a smile full of ill intention, taking another bite of his food. “You need to embrace your dark side.” 
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    The food I’d just consumed sat in my stomach like a heavy bag of rocks. 
 
    He led me through his kitchen, and through an open door I quickly realized led to a basement. The gritty stone walls were tight, opening up the further you went down. I didn’t have to wait very long to find out what was below. 
 
    From the kitchen, all had been silent. The closer we got to the bottom, the louder the muffled sobs became. 
 
    Stopping in my tracks, I shook my head, attempting to pull my hand free from his. 
 
    “No, Mason. I don’t want to see whatever this is.” 
 
    “If you don’t come with me, pretty girl, two people will die very soon.” He continued walking, ignoring my pleas. Knowing whatever I was about to see would forever be ingrained in my brain, I tried to prepare myself as best I could. 
 
    Instead of another woman restrained in a chair, there were two women standing on crates. Both of them looked equally terrified. 
 
    “What is this?” Pulling my hand from his, I began to back away. His basement had the same look as the room upstairs. The old bloodstains on the floor let me know he’d done this before. 
 
    “The one on the left is an old fuck. The one on the right is my grade school math teacher, who hates my dad.” 
 
    “Why are you doing this to me?” 
 
    “You’re going to spend the rest of your life with me. In this house, shit like this is normal. You need to get used to it.” 
 
    “I didn’t ask to live in your fucking house!” 
 
    He stared at me a minute before letting out a rich laugh. 
 
    “You’re sexy when you’re mad; we should do this more often.” 
 
    I think I may have felt every possible emotion there was to feel in less than two hours. My head felt as if it were going to explode. 
 
    I thought I had issues; Mason needed a straight-jacket and some tranquilizers. 
 
    “You’re sick in the head.” 
 
    “So are you. That’s why we’re perfect for each other.” 
 
    I’d been speaking to myself in the first place, but he didn’t need to know that. 
 
    “I’m not watching this.” Turning around, I took maybe two steps before he gave his ultimatum. 
 
    “You don’t have to watch, but if you don’t pick one in five minutes, they both die.” 
 
    I looked at him over my shoulder, hating how attracted to him I was, even in the middle of this horrible situation. We were in a cruddy basement with two women about to be hanged, and I was still staring at him like he was the sun in the sky. 
 
    “Why are you doing this to them if you know them?” I looked between the two crates, searching for a way I could get them down. 
 
    “This was my father’s idea. I don’t have an issue with either one of them. Sometimes, things just happen. Four minutes, by the way.” 
 
    What kind of a father figure did he have? 
 
    “Three minutes,” he warned, staring at his watch. 
 
    “Your ex,” I blurted out. 
 
    “She’s not my ex; I said we used to fuck. There’s a huge difference.” Going right up to the crates, he kicked both of them away. It took that drastic action for me to see that it wasn’t rope around their necks. Thin razor barbed wire caught, snagging and slicing into their throats at the same time. 
 
    Crimson seemed to spray in every direction. I screamed, jumping back in horror. His math teacher’s head was almost severed from her body. 
 
    Parts of the neck I never wanted to see were exposed, tissue spilling outward. Neither could scream because of the way he had gagged them. They were dead within a few seconds of each other. 
 
    “I chose! I did what you said!” I yelled at him, hating how calm he still seemed to be. 
 
    “I said you had five minutes. I never said you needed to choose before then. The point of this was for you to hold out until the time was up. I realize I didn’t explain it correctly and that wasn’t fair to our guinea pigs.” 
 
    He stood there, watching bodies sway and blood coat the floor without a care in the world. How many times had he done this before? Why didn’t it bother me more? 
 
    When he turned his head to look at me, he had the same look in his eyes he’d had when I was pinned to the wall. 
 
    I needed to get away from him. 
 
    Backing up with carefully measured steps, I waited until I was at the bottom of the stairs before turning around and darting up them. I heard his shoes hit the bottom step just as I reached the kitchen. 
 
    Slamming the door shut, I slid the lock into place and leaned against it to catch my breath. What did I do now? 
 
    “Katie, isn’t this a little childish?” He didn’t attempt to open the door; he must have heard the lock being engaged on his way up the stairs. 
 
    “You need help, Mason.” Turning so my forehead was resting on the smooth wood, I heard him hitting buttons on his phone. 
 
    Let him out; what are you doing? 
 
    “I’m not the one who’s split in two. I know exactly who I am. Do you?” 
 
    When my eyes started burning, I silently cursed myself. I didn’t want anything bad to happen to him. I didn’t want him to get hurt. I could no longer think of him as a stranger when he knew every inch of my body and had saved my life. 
 
    “Do you think the law is going to protect you?” 
 
    He laughed when I didn’t respond. How did he always know what I planned to do next? 
 
    “Katie, you’re so naïve, so sheltered,” he sighed. “Let me out, and we can go to the Riverview sheriff station together.” 
 
    Riverview? How far was that from Redwood? 
 
    Turning back around, I sunk down the door and dropped my head to my knees.  
 
    This quick thinking plan of mine had already failed. 
 
    I couldn’t get out of his house. There were no phones, and there was a girl with no tongue somewhere lurking in the halls. 
 
    I was stuck with a man who killed without remorse. I was more afraid of me than I was of him, but I couldn’t let him know that. 
 
    The only reason I chose who I did was because the thought of her touching any part of him made me want to set her on fire. 
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    My usual reaction to bullshit was to get rid of whoever or whatever decided to cause me disturbance. 
 
    I couldn’t get rid of Katie, but that didn’t stop me from picturing a million different ways to make her pay for what she did. My patience was something I prided myself on, but everyone has a limit. 
 
    Being locked in my own damn basement and having to exit it from the cellar door like a peasant was mine. 
 
    Walking around the perimeter of my house, I slipped back inside without a sound. 
 
    Going straight for the kitchen, I paused in the doorway. Seeing her distraught over me only made me more determined to make her assimilate. 
 
    When she lifted her head, I was already kneeling down in front of her. I watched confusion, horror, and then relief play out across her face. 
 
    If she knew all the things I wanted to do to her, she wouldn’t be so calm. She was perfect for me. She was mine, and she had yet to acknowledge it. 
 
    I grabbed her by the throat, forcing her to look me in the eyes so there could be no discrepancies later. 
 
    Her blue eyes searched my face, but she wasn’t afraid. Not once had I been the reason for her fear. 
 
    Did she think I didn’t know the truth? 
 
    It usually took me less than three days to figure out a woman’s weak spots. I’d been watching her for three years. I knew more about her than she did. 
 
    “I kill people. My dad kills people. My grandfather kills people. My step-mom kills people. Cousins, uncles, we all do it. We’re one big happy goddamn family, and now you’re part of it. I don’t give a shit if you like it or not. The only way you’re leaving me is in a hole that’s six foot wide and eight feet deep. 
 
    “And if you keep pissing me off, I’m going to lock you in a room so dark and so quiet, you’ll hear trees sway from a mile away.” 
 
    I felt her swallow beneath my palm. The hurt that flashed through her eyes pissed me off. I wanted her pain, but only if it gave us both pleasure. 
 
    This situation needed to be brought under control. 
 
    She was so damn complex. There was a woman inside her trapped behind years of stigma. 
 
    If I had to twist words and manipulate her for me to get what I wanted, and for her to be happy, I was going to. I stood up, bringing her with me by the throat. She let out a soft mewl but didn’t resist. 
 
    “Let’s go.” Slowly walking us backward, using my vise-like grip as a leash, I placed my free hand on her pussy and traced up and down the labia. 
 
    Her little intake of breath had me ready to drag her across the room and fuck her against the nearest wall. 
 
    Patience won out, and we made it to the dining room. 
 
    When we got to the table, I let her throat go to grab her perfect ass and lift her up, placing her cunt right at the edge. 
 
    She stared up at me, the tip of her tongue making a quick swipe across her lips. 
 
    I just stood there in that dimly lit room, between her legs, staring down at her. She had no idea how beautiful she was. Telling her would never get that point across. 
 
    She had just seen me cause two people’s deaths, yet here she was, flat on her back on my table with her legs spread. I could do whatever I wanted to her, and I intended to. 
 
    There was a knife, a candle, and a tie. 
 
    When it was us, like this, the truth about me didn’t matter. She didn’t need to know, and I was never going to tell her. 
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    He wrapped his tie around my eyes and bent me over the table, stripping me of everything but my lace bottoms. 
 
    “What are you thinking right now?” he asked, running a palm over my ass. 
 
    “This is all a dream, and I’ll wake up soon,” I whispered. His hand was replaced with something cold and metallic; my stomach dipped when I felt the rim of a smooth blade against my flesh. 
 
    “Does this feel real enough?” He dragged the knife across my left cheek, causing me to let out a sharp hiss. 
 
    He kept one hand pressed down on the center of my back, preventing me from moving anywhere. 
 
    I felt a slow trickle of blood begin to run down my leg. A second later, his mouth was covering where he’d just cut me, and he was biting down. Squeezing my eyes shut, I bit back a whimper. 
 
    You like this. 
 
    Something made a small sound to my right, a little way above my head. I jerked slightly, crying out when he dragged his knife across my other globe, repeating the same action from before, only this time he swiped his tongue over the wound. 
 
    “When all you can think about is my dick inside your pussy and my hand around your throat, is that real?” 
 
    “How do you know—” 
 
    “I watch you, Katie. I’m always watching you.” He made another cut, going a little deeper than he had the first time. I endured it; I wanted it. 
 
    “Answer me.” He gripped both my cheeks, digging his fingers into where he cut them, and spread them apart. I cried out, wriggling in an attempt to get him off. Blood was running from me onto the table now. 
 
    “It’s real. I don’t understand it, but you’re all I think about.” I abruptly stopped talking when he flipped me over onto my back, the glass table groaning beneath my weight. 
 
    He grabbed hold of my legs, hooking them over his shoulders, pulling me through the small puddle of crimson. 
 
    “I’ll show you.” 
 
    Show me what? 
 
    Holding my legs firm, his mouth found its way between my thighs, where he teased an area I considered off limits. The very tip of his tongue eased in and out of my ass, circling the rim, then moving up to tease my clit. 
 
    He flattened it, moving back down again, pushing it into the puckered hole a bit further than before. I didn’t know this was a thing; it felt incredible. If he weren't holding my legs, I would have jerked off the table. 
 
    More. Take more. 
 
    There was no encouragement needed; I grabbed at his shoulders until he finally stopped, too breathless to say anything. 
 
    “I know what you need.” Gripping my ankles, he flipped me back onto my stomach, positioning me so I was flush against him. The smooth head of his cock pressed between my ass cheeks. He held my cheeks spread open and forced himself inside. 
 
    The scream that unfurled from my throat echoed through his entire house. 
 
    It hurt so much worse than the first time he took me. My fingers glided across the bloody tabletop in my desperate attempt to hold onto something. My ass burned from the inside out, but the hold he had on me kept me from running away. 
 
    When something started burning flesh, my voice gave out. It felt like he was playing roulette on my back with a lit cigarette. By the time I realized it was candle wax, I was used to it. 
 
    “You can’t ever leave me, Katie.” He sounded manic, like he truly couldn’t cope if I weren't there, shoving me into another orbit of confusion. 
 
    His thrusts grew harder, smashing my stomach into the table. The legs screeched on the marble floor as it began to move. He seesawed in and out of my ass, holding me down by the back of the head. Everything became too much; it hurt so bad, it began to feel good. 
 
    “God, Mason,” I moaned his name, repeating the same two words over and over again, feeling the familiar pressure building inside me, the pleasure ready to pervade through my body. 
 
    He lurched down, biting my shoulder. The pain was exactly what I needed for us to come together. 
 
    I felt his warm come sliding between my cheeks once he pulled out. The tie was all but torn away from my face; he spun me around, pulling me into him and attacking my mouth. 
 
    My body was trembling, and my entire backside hurt, but I didn’t care. I kissed him back with the same aggressive passion he was giving me. 
 
    He was the perfect man with an unusual avocation. 
 
    He was someone I should have been fighting tooth and nail to get away from, but I’m not sure I had much of a choice when it came to wanting him. 
 
    If only someone would have told me all the things I didn’t yet know. 
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    I leaned against the door of my car, staring down into the Devil’s Canyon. 
 
    My mother died down there; she drove my father’s car straight over the edge. Her mind broke, and the wrong people took advantage of her. 
 
    And, no, that didn’t fuck me up in some psychological way. I had a perfectly healthy mind. 
 
    I was raised not to abide by the rules of society, so I didn’t. My father, on the other hand, had never quite gotten over her death—not that I blamed him. 
 
    Katie had me bewitched. She took up a corner of my desolate soul. I wish she knew how much I knew her. Everything I did was for us, in the long run. 
 
    She didn’t look so suicidal anymore; there was a lightness slowly creeping back into her eyes. Denying her true nature wouldn’t work much longer. She liked bloodshed almost as much as I did. Which reminded me—I hadn’t painted since she got home. 
 
    The crunch of car tires on gravel pulled me from my thoughts and alerted me to Glenda’s arrival. Her maroon SUV pulled up beside my car; she flashed me a smile before getting out. 
 
    “Well, how is my little Genie?” she questioned, walking around the front of the car. I kept my composure, not giving her any reaction. 
 
    I wanted to toss her pathetic ass off the cliff. She treated my Katie like shit. 
 
    How couldn’t she see the girl she was supposed to raise was ten times smarter than she was? 
 
    “She’s perfect.” 
 
    “Oh? So you told her the truth?” She stepped in front of me, bringing us chest to chest. I reached out and not so gently nudged her back. 
 
    “That’s not what we’re here to discuss. She’s no longer your concern.” 
 
    Her face soured on the spot. I ignored her, reaching into my car through the window and popping the trunk. 
 
    “Hurry up; I have to get home.” 
 
    That part wasn’t a lie. I’d been so busy the last four days, my time with Katie was down to fucking in the shower or waking her up bright and early in the morning with my cock. 
 
    I couldn’t get enough of her; she was my fixation. 
 
    The day I could make the Chateau my permanent home, my life would be stress-free. Almost. 
 
    Glenda brushed past me, heading for my trunk where she thought there would be an envelope of money waiting for her. You never exchanged sensitive material hand to hand in the open. 
 
    “Where is it?” 
 
    “You don’t see it?” Feigning confusion, I walked around to stand behind her, concealing my cut-throat razor up my sleeve. 
 
    “No, wher—” 
 
    I clamped a hand over her mouth, silencing her inevitable scream, and sliced from the jugular forward, aiming her blood spray into my trunk. 
 
    Did she really think I would give her a dime of the money owed to me? 
 
    I held her twitching body by the forehead, patiently waiting for her to bleed out before letting her land haphazardly in a small puddle of her own blood. I swore I would never let her hurt Katie anymore; this was me keeping that silent promise to both of us. 
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    We never discussed what he did with the bodies. 
 
    Thinking about it, the last few days all we did was add more bruises to my body, and then he disappeared. I felt like I’d traded one prison for another, but now I was dangerously addicted to my jailor. 
 
    When he wasn’t trying to hurt me, he was so gentle, almost treating me like I was fragile. It was almost harder to swallow. The tenderest touch left the darkest mark. 
 
    I needed to purge all thoughts of him from my mind, but I couldn’t. I wouldn’t. 
 
    Yes, something was wrong with me, because I swore I was starting to love him. It didn’t make sense to me sometimes, but he made me realize home was not a place; it was a feeling. Every time I looked in his eyes, I was there. I’d never felt so carefree while being confined. 
 
    Mason was not mentally ill, nor was he broken. He was a man who lived his life exactly the way he wanted. If it was true that it only took moments to fall in love, then I fell into the abyss long ago. 
 
    He still didn’t leave me alone for very long, but I’m sure he had a job he’d been going off to the last couple of days. I wish I could say I was productive while he was off doing whatever it was he did. 
 
    I tried to go into all the rooms with shut doors, excluding the basement and the room with his chair, but they were all locked tight. 
 
    His home was ridiculously large. There was a twelve-meter indoor pool located on one side. Why one guy needed so much space was beyond me. 
 
    I knew if I were going to figure out anything, it would all come from his office—which sat in the straight path of a camera. 
 
    After turning up empty-handed in the knowledge department, I spent the remainder of my day holding one-sided conversations with myself and his dogs. 
 
    [image: ]When I woke up, it was dark out. 
 
    I’d fallen asleep watching a ridiculous movie on Lifetime. It was ironic that my reality was more believable than that. 
 
    Soft piano music lured me to the formal living room. Mason sat with his back to me, fingers moving over the keys. Leaning my head against the wall, I watched him from afar. 
 
    He was always so well put together. His voice always soft and eloquent. 
 
    He exuded power without any effort. 
 
    Control wasn’t something I willingly wanted to give up, but he forced my compliance by sheer will when he was inside me. 
 
    He was both madness and paradise. Falling for him was like slow motion suicide. 
 
    “What kind of person do you think you are?” He stopped playing, asking me without turning around. 
 
    Did he know I was there the whole time? 
 
    “I would like to say good, but I think we know that isn’t entirely true,” I answered softly. 
 
    He made a humming sound in his throat. 
 
    “People tell you to be yourself, and then they judge you for it. Whether you’re good or bad, they’ll talk about you, anyway.” He looked at me, making a come-hither motion with his hand. 
 
    Tightening the sash on my robe, I went to him, curling against him when he pulled me onto his lap. 
 
    “Look at this piano. The white keys represent happiness, goodness, and light. The black keys represent everything to do with darkness. How do you decide which one is better than the other, when they both make music?” 
 
    I understood exactly what he meant. He wanted me to be myself. The thoughts in my head were never meant to be shared with anyone else. Mason didn’t have to ask what they were, because he knew me better than I knew myself. 
 
    He was my guardian angel sent straight from Hell. If I met the Devil, I’d never be able to thank him enough for giving me Mason Andreou. 
 
    “Everything you say makes me want to stay with you forever. It’s the things you do and the secrets you keep that tell me I should run.” 
 
    “You can’t run from me; I’ll always find you. We are forever.” He wrapped me in his arms, resting his head on mine. “Even in death, I’ll find a way to lay with your bones beneath the soil.” 
 
    Pulling away from him, I stood up and turned to face him, cupping his face in my hands. So many unanswered questions hung between us. I wanted to trust him more than anything else, but something in my gut yelled at me to not give myself away completely. 
 
    He reached up, easily pulling me down so my lips met his. The kiss started softly, quickly turning into something carnal. Our teeth clashed and our hands were all over each other, freeing one another from our clothes. 
 
    His hands traveled up to grip my hips, slowly lowering me to sit on his lap, pushing inside me at the same time. 
 
    I moaned into his mouth, wrapping my arms around his neck. Who needed foreplay when you had Mason? 
 
    “Fuck me, Katie.” Knotting a hand in my hair, he gently tugged my head back, urging me to move. I wasn’t sure what to do at first, but after a few experimental motions, it came naturally. 
 
    The piano played an ugly melody as our bodies twisted together, hitting different keys. He buried his face between my breasts, nipping at the sensitive skin. 
 
    When the bench rocked, he stood up with me still wrapped around him. I don’t think there was a spot in the room that went untouched; we fucked everywhere. 
 
    He held me against the wall, keeping one leg wrapped around his waist, holding me in place by my throat while burying himself balls deep with every thrust. 
 
    I lost count of how many times he made me come. When he turned me around to fuck my ass, my legs could no longer hold me up. The wall left an imprint on the side of my face. 
 
    When I thought it was over, he forced me down to my knees, shoving his flaccid cock in my mouth. 
 
    “Suck harder. Take me deeper.” He coached me the entire time until he held me by the hair and drove in and out of my mouth, stopping only when he was hard again. 
 
    Our heavy breaths, moans, and grunts filled the air between us, mixing with the sound of skin smacking against sweaty skin. 
 
    By the time we were done, he had bottomed out on top of me on the floor. We wore out the living room rug; carpet burns were up and down both my arms. The scratch marks on his back were trophies of my love. 
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    I thought I was dreaming. 
 
    Mason carried me to bed, and I was out like a light, his warm, solid body beside mine. 
 
    When I heard what sounded like a soft whimper, I woke all the way up. Did he have another girl here? 
 
    Turning my head, I looked over and saw he was sleeping. Moving as quietly as I could, I slid from beneath the comforter and got out of bed. 
 
    Swiping my blue robe from the floor, I padded to the door, slipping out just to be met with a wet nose thrusting into my hand. 
 
    Grabbing Max by his collar, I led him away from the room. He was the only one of the dogs that followed me around. I actually had no idea if Max was his name or not; Mason never told me what to call him, but it suited him well enough. 
 
    “Stay here,” I whispered when we got outside the door Mason had led me through before. Max cocked his head but fortunately didn’t make a whiny fuss. 
 
    Slowly exhaling, I gripped the knob and slipped inside. There had definitely been noises coming from inside the room and, sure enough, there was a brunette in the same position the blonde had been. 
 
    When did he bring her here? How long ago was it? 
 
    From the smell alone, she had urinated on herself more than once. 
 
    She began to plead behind the gag strap the second she saw me. I shushed her as loud as I could, hoping she understood my silent plea for her to shut up. Creeping up to the chair, I gently touched her arm. 
 
    “I need you to stay really quiet, okay?” 
 
    Of course, I didn’t get a response, but she seemed to get the message. Searching the outside of the chair, I looked for the button he had hit before, finding it on the other side. 
 
    I felt like Jigsaw had sent me to play a game. I swallowed my laugh, not wanting to freak out the girl in the chair any more than she already was. 
 
    It wasn’t until after I hit the button that I realized why he had slit the blonde’s neck first. 
 
    The restraints sprang free, gouging out chunks of skin in the process. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” I stressed, wincing at her pain. Staring down at her bloody wrists, I wondered how the hell I was going to get the one off her face. 
 
    “Just hang on,” I soothed, before rushing around the room. There were a variety of tools I had never seen before. With no time to examine them, I grabbed what looked like hedge clippers and raced back to the chair. 
 
    “I’m just going to cut your head free,” I explained, lining up the clippers with the strap. They cut through without any issues, but the main part of the strap was still stuck to the girl’s face. Oh well, there wasn’t anything I could do about that. 
 
    She was already using me to pull herself from the chair when it dawned on me; I wasn’t sure if the doors would open or not. 
 
    Mason had got out of the basement somehow. That was her best hope. 
 
    “Come on; we have to move fast.” 
 
    Aside from her bleeding limbs, the girl could walk just fine. I only prayed she didn’t drop dead in the hallway from loss of blood. 
 
    Max was no longer outside, but the bedroom door was still cracked as I’d left it. We moved together, quickly but silently, down the hall. My stomach was doing the hula-hoop, sneaking past the room. 
 
    We made it to the bottom of the stairs and passed the front door when a throat cleared from the darkened drawing room. I froze. The brunette let out a muffled shriek and took off. 
 
    Mason said one word in the language he’d used before, and the response was instant. 
 
    The brunette made it a few steps before three black blurs raced through the foyer and launched themselves at her. 
 
    I watched in awestruck horror as she was quite literally torn apart. The foyer was filled with the sound of snapping jaws, snarls, and garbled screams. I watched bloody white teeth sinking into flesh. 
 
    They turned her body into a rag doll. One took a right, the other took a left, shaking their heads furiously back and forth, pulling in opposite directions. Bloodied saliva flew through the air. It was Max who delivered the final blow, going straight to the woman’s neck. 
 
    A potent smell of dog and death permeated the air. 
 
    A mess of what used to be a human being was all that was left behind when Mason called his hellhounds off. I knelt on the floor, transfixed by the brutality. 
 
    “Unless you want to learn about anatomy, I suggest you follow me to grab a shovel,” he mused from the doorway. 
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    He gave me an all-white slip dress to put on before leading me into his backyard. It looked even bigger up close than it did from the window. 
 
    “Come on; we can put her in the woods.” He pushed a wheelbarrow holding the brunette’s mangled body; I dragged a shovel. 
 
    “You were awake the entire time, weren’t you?” I accused. 
 
    “I knew you would try and let her go, Katie. Though I have to say, I wasn’t expecting you to succeed in freeing her. 
 
    “Here’s good.” He stopped walking, setting the wheelbarrow down. 
 
    “Don’t look at me like that. Start digging.” He leaned against a tree, unbothered by the bloodstains all over his white T-shirt. 
 
    Keeping my mouth clamped shut, I began to dig as he told me to, silently fuming. Of course he knew what I would do. He always did. I paused to glare at him when he started to laugh. 
 
    “I’m a little confused. Are you mad because you got someone else killed? Or are you mad that I’m making you clean up your fuck-up?” 
 
    “Fuck you, Mason!” I dug the shovel into the soft dirt, contemplating swinging it at him when he laughed again. 
 
    How could he find anything amusing right now? 
 
    “Katie.” He stepped forward, grabbing the handle of the shovel to stop my angry assault on the earth. 
 
    “What?” I stared down at my dirty dress, unable to meet his stare head on. With a gentle tug, he pulled the shovel from my hands and tossed it aside. 
 
    He pinched my chin, tilting my head to look at him. “No one compares to you.” 
 
    “No one compares to me?” 
 
    “Why did you really try to let her go? We both know it wasn’t to save her.” Dropping his hand, he moved closer, sliding his arms around my middle. Even covered in guts, he smelled like heaven. 
 
    “Why did you bring her home?” 
 
    “I take them apart and paint them, Katie. The only person I’m fucking is you. I’m yours just as much as you’re mine.” 
 
    His words bled sincerity. I didn’t think he would ever hurt me—not outside of our sexual escapades. 
 
    “You were jealous over nothing,” he smirked. 
 
    “Whatever.” I buried my face in his chest to hide my smile. 
 
    “Go back to the house and get some sleep. I’ll take care of this.” There was a commanding tone to his voice. He pressed a soft kiss on my lips before nudging me back towards the house. 
 
    I felt his heavy stare at my back as I walked away. I could’ve run right then, screaming for help. I chose to walk inside instead. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Twenty-Seven 
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    I waited up for him, but he never came back. 
 
    The next day, I kept myself busy by giving the dogs a bath. Dragging three stubborn man-beasts to a tub of water was more work than I thought it would be. 
 
    When dinner time came and went, I made myself a veggie tray, wondering where Mason was. 
 
    By midnight, he still hadn’t come back. 
 
    Trekking upstairs when I could no longer stay awake, I kept telling myself he was fine and not to worry. 
 
    Glancing down the hall, I spotted a door that was usually locked wide open. 
 
    “Mason?” When I didn’t get an answer or hear anything from within, I crept forward. 
 
    “Holy shit.” Feeling along the wall for a light switch, I flipped it on and stared into the room. It was a decent size, full of paintings, some covered, some on easels. 
 
    Shelves of bare skulls lined the walls. They all looked smooth and clean. A few were cracked. One was missing the front corner. I tried to count how many there were when the answer came from behind me. 
 
    “There’s twenty-four. Two are missing.” 
 
    “Mason!” Whirling around, I took a step back, taking in his clean appearance and the belt in his hands. 
 
    “Oh, you missed me all of a sudden?” he questioned, making no attempts to touch me. 
 
    Something told me he had avoided me because he was pissed off or upset. His lack of affection told me I was correct. 
 
    “You don’t trust me, Katie. I would move mountains for you if that’s what you wanted. I’m not sure what else you want from me. ” 
 
    What? Where was all this coming from? 
 
    “Mason, I’m sorry, but I don’t know." 
 
    “I don’t want to hear that.” He cut me off and took a slight step back. Was this over the brunette? 
 
    “What do you want, then?” 
 
    Before I could register what he was doing, the leather belt was around my neck like a leash. He pulled until it was tight, taking me down to the floor. 
 
    “Mason,” I choked out his name as he dragged me down the hall, my skin squeaking from the marble floor. He kicked open the bedroom door and dragged me across the carpet. 
 
    Lurching down, he grabbed a fistful of my hair, holding the belt pulled tight with the other. My eyes began to water; swallowing became a chore. 
 
    “I want you on your knees. I want my name on your lips, begging for forgiveness. For Mercy. For death.” 
 
    His zipper went down, his erection sprang free, and he pulled my hair hard enough to make it feel like it would detach from my head. 
 
    I opened my mouth to scream, and he slammed inside, causing me to gag and choke on his cock. He held my head still, keeping the belt pulled snug. Saliva ran down my chin; my eyes watered as I kept fighting the urge to dry heave. 
 
    My knees were exactly where he wanted them, cemented to the carpet; I did my best to suck and stroke him at the same time, fondling his balls when my arm got tired. I knew he needed to do this for his own reasons. 
 
    With a pained moan, he thrust into my mouth one last time before pulling out, a bit of his come hitting the back of my throat. The rest landed on the floor in a tiny puddle. 
 
    “Lick it up,” he harshly breathed out, jerking the belt still looped around my neck. I looked up at him through teary eyes before slowly lowering my face to the floor. 
 
    I lapped his come up like I was a kitten starving for milk. The bittersweet taste was something I’d cherish forever. 
 
    “Good girl,” he crooned, pulling me up by knotting a hand in my hair. He walked me backward towards the bed, studying my messy face with a serene look on his. 
 
    I knew the night was just getting started. 
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    My life became a routine of sorts. 
 
    Mason left for work fairly early, but he never missed leaving roses on the nightstand for me. He called the cell phone he gave me whenever he could, sending vulgar messages back to back. 
 
    We clicked. He made my life easy. He didn’t lock me inside anymore; I spent a large part of my day outside with the dogs. 
 
    I wish I could say everything was perfect, but that was far from the case. He was hiding something from me, and it became clearer every day. I kept my mouth shut, waiting for him to slip up, but he never did. He was always so careful; it was like everything he did was planned beforehand. 
 
    Sometimes, I worried that whatever was between us was nothing but an act. He still used sex to thwart my questions. My mother seemed to have disappeared as well. Every time I called the number I had for her, I was sent to voicemail. 
 
    What if they were working together? 
 
    No, I couldn’t go there. I didn’t know how I would deal with something like that. 
 
    A throat cleared from behind me, pulling me back to reality. 
 
    Turning around, I saw the man who always ran the lawn mower standing with his hat in his hands. 
 
    He gave me a friendly smile and a little wave. 
 
    “Um, can I help you?” It was the only thing I could think to ask. 
 
    “I’m Leroy, but you can call me Roy.” 
 
    “Okay, Roy. Did you need something?” 
 
    He took a small step forward. I stood from my lawn chair and took one back. 
 
    Don’t trust him. 
 
    “Hey, I’m not here to hurt you.” He held one hand out and continued to approach me, as if I were a wild animal that would bolt at any given moment. 
 
    “I just started working here four months ago. No one lived here then. Now. all a sudden, you’re here all the time. 
 
    “A guy said that if I had any questions I could find him in his office.” He continued slowly walking towards me. “Something isn’t right in this town. I saw you in the window the other day and knew I had to stick around. When did you get here? Why haven’t I seen you until now?” 
 
    I watched his eyes begin to drift over me; I was in a pale blue sundress. I knew he would see every cut and every hand-shaped bruise—then, he would jump to conclusions. 
 
    “Leroy, I don’t know what you think is going on. Nothing bad is happening to me here.” 
 
    “Were you with the redhead? Are there more of ya? I tried to help her, but I don’t know if she got away. The police wouldn’t listen.” He ignored me completely, starting to glance around with a timid paranoia. 
 
    I didn’t know anything about a redhead, but I was aware this man knew more than he was supposed to. The thought of him bringing harm to Mason sent my heart into a tailspin. I had to get him away from here. 
 
    “You need to leave. Right now.” I could feel myself beginning to panic. 
 
    “Fuck, lady. I’m not leaving you here! You don’t know what kind of crazy motherfucker you’re dealing with.” 
 
    “He’s not crazy! You’re the one who showed up.” I screamed at him when he lunged forward and picked me up. “What the hell are you doing?” 
 
    I was not going to be manhandled by the damn gardener. Unable to break free, I used my mouth, biting down on his shoulder. 
 
    “Ow, shit!” He unceremoniously dropped me onto the blacktop, glaring down at me as I crab-walked backward. 
 
    The warm sunlight beamed down on a little green pickup sat off in the corner of the U-shaped driveway, and he headed for it. 
 
    “Just go!” I yelled at him, wondering why he wouldn’t listen to me. Today of all days, I’d left the dogs inside. I could hear them going ballistic at the front door. 
 
    Roy charged forward, lifting me up again—similar to the way Mason had—and tossed me in the back end of his pickup. The air rushed out of my lungs. I sat up, just to fall back on my side again, rolling as he started the truck and peeled down the driveway. 
 
    The wind whipped at my face, bringing stinging tears to my eyes. I watched Mason’s house grow smaller the further Leroy got. 
 
    He sped around corners as if he forgot I was in the back. 
 
    I held onto a black bar to stop myself from flying all over the place like a kite in the wind. All that was going through my head was that I couldn’t leave Mason. 
 
    Holding onto the side of the truck, I waited until he slowed, going around a bend, and I jumped out. 
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    I cried out, biting my lip to muffle the sound as I landed on the ground. 
 
    Leroy screeched to a halt further up ahead. His brake lights went out, and he shot off again, his engine fading as he put distance between us. 
 
    Forcing myself to roll onto my stomach, I gritted my teeth as pain shot through the right side of my body. Pushing up onto my knees, I saw blood on my arm and leg from where skin had torn away. 
 
    I didn’t think anything was broken, but everything fucking hurt. The cherry on top of this fucking day was that there was no way to tell where I was. All the trees looked the same, as they did in Mason’s backyard. He lived in the middle of nowhere. 
 
    Going back the way I just came was the only thing I could think to do. Picking myself up off the ground, I gripped my arm in a self-made sling and began hobbling back up the street. 
 
    [image: A close up of a tree  Description automatically generated] 
 
      
 
    The sun began to fall from the sky, and I still had no idea where I was. 
 
    A light rain and bits of hail added to my misery. I didn’t want to ask how my day could get any worse, but seriously. How could it? 
 
    My bare feet were numb, bloodied, and dirty. The dress I had on was torn and doing very little to protect me from the elements. 
 
    With my arms wrapped around my waist, I continued walking back the way I thought Mason’s house was, but as the rain started to come down harder, I veered off the road, trying to find some kind of shelter beneath the tall trees. Twigs snapped and prodded at me; mud sank between my toes. 
 
    I’m not sure how long I long I walked before I got a reprieve. There was a large log cabin style home sitting by itself, down a steep hill. 
 
    There weren't any cars in the driveway, and all the lights were off. 
 
    Whether someone lived there or not, I needed a break. 
 
    Limping up to the home, I hauled myself up the back stairs and peered through the square block window. After knocking twice and not getting a response or hearing a dog, I tried the door handle. It opened with a tiny click, surprising me. 
 
    Staring in, I weighed my options. This was a stranger’s home; they could get hostile if they came back and found me inside. My only other option, though, was to stay in the hail and keep wandering the dark woods. 
 
    If nothing else, they had to have a telephone or something I could use. Walking inside the warm house, I pushed the door shut behind me and looked down at the hardwood floor. It was clean; my feet were filthy. 
 
    I was in a cozy dining room; a kitchen was to my immediate right. On the opposite end of the room was a long, fancy side table with pictures on it. Everything else was momentarily forgotten as I walked towards them. 
 
    I had perfect eyesight, so I knew I wasn’t seeing things. There was a picture of my father in a silver frame. 
 
    Snatching the photo up, I turned it over and studied it. Looking at all the frames on the table, I fumbled to put it down, focusing on the larger one in the back. 
 
    Live. Laugh. Love was engraved into the glass. It was a wedding photograph. I shook my head, not understanding why. Not wanting to believe what was right in front of me. Mason was the groom, and the bride was my sister. 
 
    We tell her nothing. We both know she can’t handle the truth. 
 
    They weren’t talking about me; they had been talking about Annie. 
 
    No one lived here four months ago. 
 
    Is this where he spent all his time? 
 
    I squeezed the frame so tight, the glass cracked—similar to the feeling in my chest. I could have stood there for hours, dripping dirty water onto the immaculate floor. 
 
    A car pulling up the gravel drive had me springing into action. I ran out the back door and didn’t stop. Rain mixed with tears, and my pain only radiated from my head. 
 
    Was it all a sick game? Was I nothing more than a lump sum for him, too? 
 
    With so many questions and nowhere to go, I didn’t stop running until I didn’t have a choice. 
 
    I ran into the path of a blue sedan and everything turned black. 
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    If someone asked me who I was, I would tell them I didn’t know. I’d tell them my name is Katie, but I no longer felt like myself. 
 
    They would give me a look of uncertainty and assume I was crazy. They wouldn’t be too far off the marker. I was either losing my mind, or I never quite had it. 
 
    The white noise inside my head was in competition with the voices. 
 
    One side kept whispering and the other kept twisting the words into indecipherable psycho-babble. 
 
    Up until approximately five minutes ago, I was worried I’d never be able to stop it. Then he walked in, and made everything go quiet. 
 
    When I first glanced up at him, I thought he was Mason. Their resemblance was almost eerie. I’d never given much thought about where Mason came from, only that he had to have had a traumatic childhood. No normal little boy grew up and decided to take people apart as a hobby. 
 
    The man who came into the room, and was now sitting across the table from me, changed everything. He took my theories and shredded them into a million little pieces. His familiar green eyes were probing, splitting open my shell and studying my interior. 
 
    The left side of his mouth had a slight tilt, a skewed smirk that said he knew everything I didn’t. He knew how I’d ended up in this barren, sterile room with only a pot to piss in. All I could recall was a blue sedan that sped up when I ran out in front of it, instead of slowing down. He wasn’t giving me any answers in regards to that, though. 
 
    “You remind me of someone who’s dead,” were the first words out of his mouth, accompanied by a chilling smile. 
 
    Who? I wondered, but I didn’t ask. 
 
    “You know, when you first got here, I was going to kill you,” he explained, still staring at me in a studious way. 
 
    “So why didn’t you?” I rasped out through dry, brittle lips. 
 
    “Well…” He tapped a finger on his chin and leaned forward, resting his elbows on the surface of the table. 
 
    “I find that when someone is eager to die, making them live is much more satisfying than giving them what they want.” 
 
    I kept my mouth shut, pressing my cracked lips into a firm white line. It was becoming even clearer to me where Mason got his unusual disposition. 
 
    A few long minutes of silences rolled by and we did nothing but eye one another, judging and assessing, forming our own opinions. He had a black wedding band on his ring finger, which admittedly surprised me. 
 
    Honestly, who would marry someone like him? 
 
    You would, a little voice in my head swiftly responded. 
 
    When he smiled again, dimples indented his cheeks and my heart panged. He looked so much like him. 
 
    “My wife is no longer breathing.” He held his hand up and wiggled the finger I’d just been staring at. “You remind me of her. Not as pretty, though,” he was quick to point out, as if I cared what he thought of me. 
 
    “The pretty girls with the broken minds,” he murmured beneath his breath. 
 
    What? 
 
    “Where is Mason?” I blurted out. I was over this whole interaction. Why was he even in this room with me? And where exactly was this room, anyway? It wasn’t in Mason’s home—that I knew for certain. 
 
    “I was wondering when you would ask about him. He’s around. I wanted to have a little talk with you first.” He stood up and leaned across the table, coming so close, we were almost nose-to-nose. 
 
    I swallowed, resisting the urge to move away. 
 
    “My son needs you and you need him, despite whatever you’re probably telling yourself. But I refuse to let history repeat itself. If you become a problem, I have many methods of solving that. Do you understand?” 
 
    I didn’t understand anything that was going on, but the clear threat he’d just administered had me nodding regardless. 
 
    “Good.” A chipper smile graced his face once again. He stood up, straightened his already perfectly smooth jacket, and turned away. He left the room and let the solid steel door slam shut behind him, leaving me all alone again. 
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    I watched from a surveillance feed as my father and Katie had a half-hour staring competition. Surprisingly, it was a draw. 
 
    Since then, she had been in the room alone for six hours. She had yet to touch the bottle of water, defecate in the bucket, or open the tin lunch box that had been left for her. 
 
    I wanted to go to her, but I wasn’t in the right frame of mind just yet. 
 
    I already knew how our reunion was going to go: she’d ask about her father, who was as good as dead. 
 
    Then, she’d ask about her mother, whose skull I was currently degloving, and then—or maybe first—she’d ask about Annie, her sister, who was down the hall from her. She didn’t do much other than stare at me with brown eyes full of hatred. 
 
    This was okay, though. I could tweak this situation to my benefit. Katie was right on the cusp of embracing her dark side, but the small bit of reluctance she had needed to be eradicated. There was no room for the ifs or maybes that could potentially plague her mind and steal her from me. 
 
    I looked down at my bloody hands, and then I took a quick glance around the room. Four dead bodies were piled in the corner, and they were all useless. 
 
    Four perfect canvases ruined by my lack of ambition. 
 
    All of them had careless lacerations and sloppy amputations. Mismatched ears and fingers lay on the dirty floor. A nipple or two may have been among them. 
 
    It was hard to concentrate on anything besides my Katie. The obsession I had with her was spiraling into something I couldn’t understand. 
 
    She was undoubtedly beautiful, but what I felt for her went far beyond the physical. She made me want to lose all the control I worked so hard to maintain. Her naïve innocence excited my demons. Her will to kill and understand my artwork made my cock stone solid. 
 
    I didn’t know for certain how the next few days would play out between us, but I knew I would never let her get away again, whether it was her fault or not. 
 
    She was the air I breathed. No matter what I was doing, thoughts of her consumed me. My reasons for taking her meant almost nothing now. 
 
    Almost. 
 
    Another glance at the screen had my self-reservations dissolving. I pushed her mother’s body away from me and tossed the scalpel to the floor beside it. 
 
    I was tired of waiting. 
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    The fluorescent light was blazing, casting a bold white hue around the room. A steady draft of chilled air flowed from the vent in the ceiling, and not a single sound other than my breathing could be heard. 
 
    Where was Mason? Where did his father go? How long had I been in here? 
 
    Maybe they left you in here to die. 
 
    No, no. That couldn’t be right. Why would they do that? 
 
    I stood from the uncomfortable metal chair and began to pace. Perspiration gathered on my palms; I wiped them on my dress. 
 
    My sore feet were wrapped nice and snug in gauze, but they still protested with every step I took. 
 
    There was only one door, and no windows The only furnishings in the room were the table, chairs, and the twin-sized mattress I had originally woken up on. Everything was white: the walls, the tiled floor, the light, the mattress, and the table. I loathed it. 
 
    Where is Mason? 
 
    Almost as if I’d summoned him, the door swung open and he walked into the room. He pushed it shut and then turned towards me, making no attempt to approach. As always, a single look in his green eyes battered my senses and sent my emotions into a tailspin. 
 
    What was I supposed to do? I wish someone would have explained the fundamentals of relationships to me—if that’s what we had. Did I yell at him? Give the silent treatment? Remain level-headed and try to discuss what had transpired rationally? 
 
    I was angry with him for what he’d hidden from me and what it ultimately meant, but I also wanted to hold him and never let go. 
 
    It was messed up and wrong, but I had given up on trying to make sense out of what was between us. I felt as if I hadn’t seen him in ages, when in all actuality, it had only been…well, I wasn’t entirely sure. I didn’t know how long I’d been in this room. 
 
    He looked fantastic; I could smell the Irish Springs body wash he used from where I stood. 
 
    His dark locks were perfectly styled—not a hair out of place. I, on the other hand, knew I looked like a swamp monster, standing there in my muddied dress with dirt beneath my nails and tangles in my hair. 
 
    I rolled my lips and thought about what I wanted to say. I’d been alone, giving me nothing to do but think. The piercing silence had broken apart the dam I was trying to keep my thoughts behind. 
 
    “Are you ready to come back home?” he asked, beating me to the punch. 
 
    I stared at him and scoffed. “Is that really all you have to say for yourself?” 
 
    He cocked his head and swept his eyes over me from head to toe before responding. “You look so beautiful, bruised.” 
 
    I gaped at him. 
 
    After everything that had happened and all I had discovered, all he could say was that? No apology? No explanation? 
 
    “Are you really going to stand there and pretend nothing happened?” 
 
    “What do you want me to say, Katie?” He began making his way towards me, sounding exceptionally calm. 
 
    “You could start by telling me about Annie and how you know my parents.” 
 
    As he got closer, I was forced to tilt my head up so I could maintain eye contact. His hard stare was nothing less than intimidating. I gritted my teeth and balled my fists in an effort to stop from shaking. 
 
    “Annie…as in, your sister?” I narrowed my eyes at him and began inching to the opposite side of the table, wanting some distance between us. 
 
    He tracked my movements without turning his head, a smile breaking out on his face. 
 
    “Are you trying to get away from me?” His hand shot out and wrapped around my wrist, adding just enough pressure to remind me how easily he could snap it. I glared down where he gripped me and then back up at his face. 
 
    “Why can’t you just answer me?” I shot back, attempting to pull away . 
 
    “You haven’t even asked me anything.” He continued to grin, laughing at my poor attempt to break free. Giving a sharp tug, he bent my body at an awkward angle, pulling my upper torso over the table. 
 
    “Stop it!” I yelled, lurching down to bite where he gripped me. 
 
    “Katie,” he sighed, easily thwarting my assault. 
 
    He was quick to let me go, immediately winding a hand in my hair like he was grabbing a piece of rope, using it to drag me back around to where he stood. 
 
    A small squeak left my mouth. 
 
    His pretty green hues gave nothing away, his emotions shuttered. 
 
    I wrapped my hands around his wrists and dug my dirty nails in. I felt his skin tear off, but he showed no signs of physical distress or indication that I was hurting him. 
 
    “Calm the fuck down,” he commanded gruffly, violently jerking me left and right by the roots of my hair. 
 
    I cried out and dropped my hands, letting him place me where he wanted like I was a ragdoll. 
 
    He used his solid body to trap me between him and the table, pulling my head back until I was forced to bow. 
 
    My scalp was on fire, the tiny hairs stretched beyond their limit. I stared up at him through the pained tears that had gathered in the corners of my eyes. 
 
    “You picked one hell of a time to find your spine,” he commented, using his thumb to catch the first tear that fell. 
 
    “Let me go,” I pleaded, wriggling beneath him. 
 
    “I can’t.” He leaned down and skimmed his soft lips across my forehead. I could smell a hint of mint mouthwash on his breath. 
 
    “I missed you,” he confessed, so quietly I almost didn’t hear him. I was sure I hadn’t been away from him that long, but then again, Mason would tie us together with a ball and chain if he had the option. 
 
    If I wasn’t right beside him, I was too far away. 
 
    Sometimes, I felt as if he wanted to merge us into one being, just to ensure I would always be with him. 
 
    He slightly pulled away to look back down at me, staring so intensely you would think he was reading my mind. 
 
    “You have no idea how lovely you are,” he murmured, stroking my cheek with his fingertips. 
 
    Oh, no. I knew where this would go, and it was the last thing we needed to be doing. 
 
    “Mason, we need to talk.” My voice came out smooth and steady, at complete odds with the rising sense of urgency I felt to get him off me. When he was inside me, I fell to pieces. Nothing else mattered but him. 
 
    “I know what you’re doing.” He let go of my hair, granting my scalp instant relief, and braced himself over me with his palms flat on the table. 
 
    I was in an awkward position; not tall enough to reach the ground, my bandaged feet dangled limply on either side of his waist. 
 
    I could feel the tension in his powerful body. He had a dark look in his eyes, and I knew just what it meant. He leaned back down and I brought my hands up to brace against his chest. 
 
    “I’m filthy.” 
 
    “I like you filthy,” he whispered roughly, sliding his hands up my legs. Heat danced down my spine as he curled two fingers in the waistband of my thong and dragged it down to my ankles, not bothering to completely remove it. 
 
    “Mason,” I objected, but there was no longer any ire behind my words. He made me weak, and I hated it. He was a lethal amphetamine, an addiction I feared I wouldn’t be free of until I crashed and burned, unable to sustain any more of him. 
 
    There was this dark craving inside me that barred my path back to sobriety. 
 
    The permanent mental effects from consuming too much of him had already set in. He pressed his lips to mine in an unusual tender kiss. His tongue invaded my mouth and I found my hands on the back of his neck, my anxiety slowly fading as need built in my core. 
 
    His hands slowly trailed back across my thighs, finding their way between my legs. 
 
    “You’re already wet.” He chuckled low and dark, pushing two large fingers inside me. 
 
    I moaned in the back of my throat as he rotated them, curving them up into my sweet spot, making me gasp. He chuckled again and pulled away. 
 
    I heard his zipper go down, and then the smooth tip of his cock was slowly sliding up and down my slit. 
 
    “Are you ready?” 
 
    Before I could answer, he had my legs hooked over his forearms and was burying himself balls-deep inside me. 
 
    A cry tore from my throat, followed by another as he set a brutal pace, rocking into me, thrusting in and out. 
 
    Our clothing added an extra layer of friction between us, but I needed more. 
 
    “Mason,” I moaned, clamping my inner muscles around his thick cock, urging him to move faster, fuck me harder. 
 
    He dropped one of my legs and lifted me slightly by the other one, pushing himself deeper. 
 
    “Is this what you want?” He picked up his pace, thrusting harder, his balls smacking against the groove of my ass. 
 
    The table protested beneath me, sounding like it was seconds away from collapsing altogether. 
 
    I couldn’t form a response to his question; the need to come clouded my mind, and all I could was do was repeat his name in a barrage of moans that increased in volume as he pounded into me. 
 
    I clutched the lapels of his suit, using them as my anchor as the tension building inside me ruptured into a million pieces. 
 
    He caught my scream in his mouth, continuing to fuck me through the shockwaves rolling inside my body. 
 
    He made a sound in his throat, digging his fingers into my flesh. I felt his cock stiffen as he bottomed out, finding his own release. 
 
    We stayed wrapped around each other, our chests rising and falling in matching succession. 
 
    He withdrew and took a step back, tucking his flaccid cock back into his slacks, not bothering to wipe off my juices. 
 
    I glanced between my thighs and saw his semen leaking out of me. Feeling exposed and embarrassed, I shoved my dirty dress down and closed my shaking legs. 
 
    “We shouldn’t have done that,” I muttered, crossing my arms over my chest. 
 
    I felt cold, the needy heat inside me now dissipated. Shame quickly set in. How could I be so aroused at a time like this? What had he done to me? 
 
    The answer didn’t matter right then. Sex wasn’t going to fix anything; it was just a temporary salve that washed away as soon as it was over. When I risked peering back up at Mason, I saw his eyes were glued to my face, shuttered once again, a blank mask. 
 
    “Is she okay?” I mustered up enough courage to ask. 
 
    “She’s around.” 
 
    That was the same answer his father had given when I’d asked about him. There was no vocal inflection in his tone to let me know if that meant she was safe or not. 
 
    “Can I…I want to see her,” I stated firmly. 
 
    “It’s cute you think you have the right to make choices,” he smirked, and slid off his suit jacket. “Your sister hasn’t bothered to call, write a letter, or visit you in seven years, Katie, when she had every opportunity.” 
 
    “Maybe she didn’t, though. How do I know you’re telling the truth when—” 
 
    “I don’t lie,” he harshly interjected, his green eyes narrowing into slits. 
 
    Remembering what happened the first time I accused of him of being a liar, I swallowed my words. 
 
    “I just want to know if she’s okay,” I softly told him. I didn’t really expect him to understand. 
 
    Mason was a hard soul to sway; his lack of morality was what made him so ruthless. Danger and desire went hand in hand when it came to him. 
 
    “She’s perfect,” he responded with zero emotion, stepping forward to drape his suit jacket over my shoulders. 
 
    “You’re cold,” he pointed out when I gave him a puzzled look. “Come on.” He grabbed my hand and pulled me off the table, leading me towards the door. 
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    We stepped out into a long corridor lined with thick doors, all painted black and all shut. 
 
    An odd feeling washed over me. Something in my gut told me this wasn’t a good place to be. The dark damask walls and matching floor had a Gothic feel to them. Little lights were on outside some of the rooms. Some were a normal color, and others were red. 
 
    “Where are we?” I took a step closer to Mason, nearly colliding with his back. 
 
    “My father’s.” He kept a tight grasp on my hand and led me down the hall. 
 
    Why does his dad have a room like that in his house? There was something off about this place; I could feel it in my gut. 
 
    Speak up for yourself. 
 
    “Where is Annie?” 
 
    “I already told you,” he sighed, exasperated. 
 
    "Well, that’s not good enough.” I shocked myself by speaking back to him again. It wasn’t in my nature to be confrontational. In fact, I hated to argue. My strength had always been in my ability to remain silent and work things out in my head, but that was no longer an option, thanks to him. He had me all twisted up inside. 
 
    I’d been asking myself questions that all had zero answers. 
 
    Like, how did I get here? Who was the driver of the blue car? And why did Mason target me? 
 
    I had a delayed reaction when he abruptly turned around and grabbed hold of my face. He forced my head back, making me look him in the eyes. 
 
    “I thought I liked you when you were timid. Whatever this is? This shit that you’re doing? Keep doing it. You’re making my dick hard and giving me a reason to fuck you until I break you.” He squeezed my jaw, leaning down until his lips were mere centimeters from mine. I dropped his suit jacket and brought my hands up to grip his, careful not to move an inch. 
 
    “You said she was perfect. Let me see for myself,” I demanded for the second time, my voice coming out muffled. 
 
    Honestly, I was terrified. 
 
    My heart was racing in my chest like a thoroughbred in the Kentucky Derby, and my hands were moist with sweat. 
 
    I didn’t really want to poke his beast. He could tear me to shreds right where we stood if he wanted. His weight and height added to his sheer natural body strength would render me helpless, but how else would I get answers if I didn’t ask for them? 
 
    His dark brows shot up and he laughed at me again, pressing a quick kiss to my lips before stepping back. 
 
    “So that’s what this is really about?” he mused, bending down to grab his discarded jacket. “Katie-Kat—you’re jealous.” 
 
    His knowing smirk only further angered me. I wasn’t jealous. Why would I be jealous of Annie? 
 
    Because she’s normal and you’re not. Because he’ll pick her. 
 
    Shut up, I mentally snapped. If he wanted her, why would he take me? Unless she was in on it, too… 
 
    “You really think I would do that to you?” he questioned, suddenly sounding angry. 
 
    His mood swings threatened to give me whiplash. He was smiling, glaring, or as blank-faced as a statue. 
 
    “I don’t know, Mason. Why wouldn’t you do that? I don’t know who you are or why any of this is happening to me!” 
 
    I threw my hands up in the air and attempted to brush past him. 
 
    A soft “Oomph” was squeezed from my lungs when he wrapped his arms around me and crushed me to his chest. 
 
    “I told you it’s only you. You didn’t see what you think you did.” 
 
    “What does that even mean?” I squirmed in his embrace, but he held me tight, resting his head on mine. 
 
    I let him hold me, keeping my ear to his chest. Our heartbeats were in sync and I found it disturbing. It was dauntingly clear that I wouldn’t get answers from him unless he wanted to give them to me or I was smart enough to get them on my own. 
 
    I knew I could get away, though. He couldn’t keep me locked away like a prisoner forever. 
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    You suck all the excitement out of life if you give away all your secrets, and I had plenty to go around. In due time, I’d let a few accidentally slip out. 
 
    I led Katie down the hall, pretending I wasn’t aware of how scared she was. Her uncertainty was the base I built upon. The tight grip on my hand and the way her pretty blue eyes flickered back and forth from door to door let me know she needed me. 
 
    I made her feel safe. I had the ability to comfort her, to soothe her. It was a power rush. 
 
    It was my intention to make her feel so vulnerable, I could bind her to me, make her see that there was no better place to be than in my bed. Excitement for what was to come had my pulse quickening and me increasing my pace. 
 
    I needed to get her cleaned up and fed before doing anything else. We would be staying at my father’s château for the time being. We couldn’t go home even if I wanted to; I still needed to send someone to clean the dogs’ organs off the staircase. 
 
    I hadn’t meant to cut them open. I’d had an embarrassing lapse in self-control when she disappeared on me, something that hadn’t happened since I killed my nanny when I was eleven. 
 
    It wasn’t the dogs’ fault. 
 
    The most important thing I had to remember was that I kept her favorite one alive. My father stopped me just in time, and that’s all that mattered. One out of three wasn’t bad, in my opinion. 
 
    I glanced over my shoulder, quickly taking in her slight frown before looking away. She wanted to see her sister, but I couldn’t let them reunite just yet. Not until the time was right. 
 
    If they saw one another now, Annie would ruin everything. 
 
    We emerged from the double-doors that separated the corridor from the rest of the massive house, and I led her to my old bedroom. 
 
    As always, Katie, as curious as a kitten, glanced around, trying to glean information from the simple room. 
 
    She wouldn’t get any. 
 
    The Pokémon cards I used to collect were no longer on my dresser, and my gaming system had long ago been packed away. It looked like an ordinary, average spare bedroom—but luxury styled. 
 
    I walked her straight to the bathroom, wordlessly and reluctantly letting her hand go so I could turn on the shower. 
 
    “Strip,” I commanded once the temperature was just right. She looked up at me with a clear objection in her eyes. How had a small interference made such a difference in her? 
 
    I bit back a smile when I reminded myself that her issue wasn’t being brought back to me—it was the fact that she thought I had some type of intimate relationship with her sister. 
 
    I wanted to drill her skull open and find out what was going on inside the jungle that was her mind. 
 
    “What happened to your redhead?” 
 
    My redhead? Fuck, she must have been referring to Ginger. Her voice was back to being soft and gentle, like I preferred. Her sweetness was something I craved—another new development I was trying to adjust to. 
 
    “Take your clothes off or I’ll take them off for you.” I ignored her question like she’d just ignored my order. She diverted her gaze to the floor and slowly began to remove her dress. 
 
    There were bruises on her knees, dirt smudged on her usual smooth skin, and the gauze on her feet needed to come off. Yet, in spite of all that, she was the most beautiful thing I’d ever seen. Even taking her apart wouldn’t compare, although I longed to make a perfect incision right down her middle—just to take a peek. I wouldn’t touch anything. 
 
    She crossed her arms over her breasts and let her hair fall around her face. I’d seen her at her lowest point of life, yet showing me her tits still made her feel uncomfortable. 
 
    “Come here.” I crooked two fingers and waved her over. She hesitated for only a second before coming to stand in front of me, still looking down. 
 
    “Hold on to my shoulders,” I told her, kneeling and lifting her left foot, gently unwrapping the soft cotton pad. Her pussy was right in my face; small hairs were growing back from it not being shaved. I could still smell myself on her. 
 
    I reached up and ran my thumb across her thigh. She tensed and all the blood in my body found its way to my cock. Forgetting the task at hand, I spread her lips apart with two fingers and leaned in to inhale the smell, swiping my tongue right up the middle. 
 
    There were still remnants of my come on her, making me even more eager to devour her. I delved my tongue inside, working it up and down. Her tiny fingers curved into me and a soft sound left her throat. 
 
    I needed more of her; it was never enough to have just a little bit. She was a narcotic I wanted to swallow whole. Fucking her was my Narcan. I had this overwhelming need, a desperate carnal hunger to possess her. 
 
    It was never meant to be this intense. My father underestimated the way I would feel once I had her at my disposal. His small gift to me was beginning to feel like a curse. In one swift motion, I stood, towering over her, reveling at her subconscious response to step back. 
 
    “Get in.” The words came out harsher than I intended. 
 
    Her hues widened and she eased past me to step inside the shower, quietly shutting the glass door behind her. 
 
    I watched the water cascade down the curves of her body. The way she was standing exposed everything for my eyes’ delight. She had a perfect body, and she had perfect skin. It was a flawless canvas I could mold to my desire. She would make such a pretty picture. 
 
    “Everything you need will be on the bed.” I cleared my throat and spoke over the running water, making my way out of the room before I did something unforgiveable. 
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    Mason was gone when I got out of the shower, and I was more than a little relieved. 
 
    Something was off about him. I knew he wasn’t exactly normal, but this was different. I hadn’t really noticed it until he unwrapped my feet. He just seemed…off. And the way he left, leaving me a needy mess, wasn’t like him. 
 
    After taking a comb to the mess of tangles on my head, brushing my teeth, and rubbing lotion on my freshly cleaned skin, I felt a billion times better. 
 
    Keeping my bath towel wrapped around me, I wandered into the attached bedroom, shivering from the cool air blowing out of the ventilation system. 
 
    The bedroom door was shut, Mason nowhere in sight. I looked around the room again, seeing how ordinary it was. What did I expect? It’s not like he was raised by wolves. 
 
    I ran a hand through my wet strands, growing frustrated with myself. Why was I still trying to figure out who he was? 
 
    Stop fooling yourself; you’re never going to leave him. 
 
    “Whatever,” I muttered and turned towards the bed where a white dress was boldly contrasting with the dark comforter. On top of the dress was a dark red rose. 
 
    What happened to the white roses? 
 
    I’d never worn anything so nice before. I brushed the flower away and rolled the chiffon material between two fingers. 
 
    It was a strapless cocktail dress, something that could be worn to a fancy affair or a night out. I didn’t see any undergarments to go beneath it, and my face flamed at the thought of going commando. A pair of white pantyhose was all I had to accessorize with. 
 
    Deciding a scrap of material was better than a loose towel, I quickly slipped into the dress. 
 
    The smooth material brushed against my skin and stopped right above my knees. I was grateful my areolas weren’t visible through the fabric. I finished pulling the silk stockings up and then sat on the bed, waiting for Mason to come back. 
 
    I waited and waited, until I couldn’t take it anymore. 
 
    Pushing off the bed, I padded to the door and slowly pulled it open, peering out into the open hall. The upstairs of his father’s home was shaped like a giant square, with halls splintering from it to lead elsewhere. 
 
    Something heavenly permeated the air, reminding me of how hungry I was. I hadn’t eaten a thing since arriving there. Cautiously slipping out into the hall, I looked left and right, debating on going straight for the stairs or trying to find Annie on my own. I wasn’t keen on having a run-in with Mason’s father, but I couldn’t just sit and do nothing. 
 
    I headed in the direction of the corridor Mason had brought me from, my eyes darting around in their sockets, trying to spot any sign of movement. 
 
    My stockings soundlessly slid around on the marble floor, propelling me forward. 
 
    Just as I reached the nook that held the large double doors separating the corridor from the rest of the house, one swung open. 
 
    I froze, going full deer-in-the-headlights. A man I had never seen before paused midstride as soon as he saw me. However, he didn’t appear to be angry. He smiled, and it reached his odd silver eyes. There was no mistaking his relation to Mason. Dark and alluring seemed to run in his family. 
 
    “Katie.” He beamed at me like we were old friends. I couldn’t return his smile—nor did I want to. I was too busy staring at the blood-covered apron hanging around his neck. 
 
    “Don’t mind this.” He gestured up and down his front. “Things can get a little messy in the play rooms.” He chuckled, pulling the door shut behind him. A loud clinking sound immediately followed. 
 
    I hadn’t realized they locked from the other side. 
 
    How was I going to get back there? 
 
    “I’m Declan, Mason’s cousin. I’d shake your hand, but I’m too dirty to touch you,” he joked. 
 
    I stood unanimated, openly staring at him. If you took away his stained apron, he was just as put together as Mason and his father always were—such beautiful men with such ugly problems. 
 
    Was insanity hereditary, or did they simply enjoy snuffing out lives? With as much blood that was covering him, I knew he’d done something terrible to someone. 
 
    Ask him what, the perverse side of me whispered, eager to know what bodily harm he’d caused. I bit down on my tongue, ignoring the sick part of my mind that was coming more and more alive. 
 
    “Katie.” Mason’s smooth voice broke me out of my haze. 
 
    I whipped my head to the left and watched him approach. I noticed he’d changed his clothes and he had a much more relaxed look on his face. A bright smile appeared when our eyes met. 
 
    “You look beautiful,” he commented, eyeing me up and down. 
 
    “Where did you go?” I questioned suspiciously, forgetting all about the stranger in front of me. Mason did that, made me lose focus of everything and everyone except for him. 
 
    It was maddening when I truly thought about it. He didn’t even need to try anymore; I was naturally inclined to give him my undivided attention. 
 
    “I needed to speak with my father,” he explained, draping an arm across my shoulders. 
 
    “What are you doing?” he directed at his cousin. 
 
    “I was on my way to get cleaned up and stopped your little doll to say hello,” he smiled. 
 
    Why did he lie? 
 
    “Hurry up; you know we can’t start without you,” Mason told him, already walking me back down the hall towards the staircase. Declan said something in response, but I couldn’t understand what it was. 
 
    “What’s going on?” I asked. 
 
    “We’re going to have dinner.” 
 
    Dinner? With his family? 
 
    He might as well have just told me we were going to be dining in hell. 
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    I felt like a dirty pauper invading a king’s castle, out of my element in a land of psychopaths. Maybe it was better to compare myself to a jester, simply in attendance for entertainment purposes. 
 
    I was the only girl in the room. Mason’s father, who I now knew was named Julian, sat at the head of the table—typical. 
 
    His cousin sat across from us, and three other men I was assuming were related to him sat in the other chairs. 
 
    There hadn’t been a chance to protest before Mason had me down the stairs and standing in the limelight for all to see. My hair was still wet, and Mason made sure to remind me there was nothing beneath my dress, casually stroking my thigh every few minutes, his fingers getting a little higher each time. 
 
    I stared down at the white table linen, robotically putting mashed potatoes in my mouth. The food smelled delicious, but I couldn’t taste it. 
 
    When a large finger skimmed over my pussy lips, I almost dropped my spoon. I fought not to jerk or tell him to stop. How humiliating would it be if the whole table knew what he was doing? 
 
    Even worse, I knew he could feel the moisture pooling between my legs. 
 
    My body was a treacherous whore. I shouldn’t have been so turned on, willing to let him sit me on top of the table and wrap my legs around his waist if it came down to it. 
 
    “Where is my sister?” I turned and asked him, mainly to stop him from touching me, but also because I wanted to know. If we were all eating, where was she? 
 
    “You think I would let your cunt of a sister sit at my table?” Julian interjected before Mason could answer. 
 
    I looked at him, failing to hold his gaze. If Mason ever got as intimidating as this asshole, I would never be able to relax around him. 
 
    He was clearly in on this, which made me the odd one out. I bit my inner cheek and looked back down at the table. 
 
    “Uncle J.” Declan managed to catch my eye and shot me an apologetic look, shaking his head. 
 
    He seemed to be the most stable Andreou in the room, which said a lot. 
 
    “She can’t leave her room,” Mason finally responded, paying no mind to his father’s outburst. 
 
    A part of me rejoiced, knowing that meant she had done something that warranted her being locked away. “What do you mean? Why can’t she?” 
 
    “I’ll tell you later,” he answered absentmindedly before falling into conversation with the man beside him, no longer paying me attention. 
 
    He gave me nothing, and it was so tiring. 
 
    How could he expect me to sit here like an obedient dog and just accept everything he did? 
 
    Because that’s what you are. 
 
    Katie Cormick didn’t talk back. She didn’t stand up for herself when it counted, and doormat could have been stamped on her forehead. Katie was a spineless idiot. 
 
    Slightly shifting so that my dress lowered a little, I took a sip of water and then casually stood up and walked out of the room. 
 
    I heard Mason call my name but didn’t bother stopping. It wasn’t until I was back upstairs in front of the double doors that he caught up to me. 
 
    “Was that your way of throwing a tantrum?” he asked, sounding bored. 
 
    I turned my head to glare at him and saw that he was leaning against the wall, watching me with unabashed amusement as I desperately tried to figure out how to open the doors. 
 
    “Katie, you’re a smart girl. You know you aren’t getting past those doors unless I want you to,” he pointed out. 
 
    “And why don’t you want me to, Mason?” I spun around to face him. 
 
    “Tell me.” He pushed off the wall and took a step forward. “Do you want to save your sister because it’s the ‘right thing to do?’ Or do you want to save your sister because you’re trying to prove something to yourself?” 
 
    “Prove something like…?” 
 
    “You want to prove you aren’t like me. That we don’t breathe the same, bleed the same, or desire the same things.” 
 
    I wasn’t anything like him. 
 
    Liar. 
 
    “Mason, what if I just want to get my sister and go home to my mom?” 
 
    Nothing but silence answered that question. He cocked his head and studied me, his expression unreadable. 
 
    “Are you saying you want to leave me?” He lost all traces of cockiness, and his tone softened. 
 
    No. I could never leave you. 
 
    I didn’t say that aloud. I didn’t say anything. A look flashed across his face but he masked it before I could analyze what I just saw. Was it hurt? Was it even possible for me to hurt him? 
 
    He cleared his throat and brushed past me, going straight to the doors. He then proceeded to tap four numbers into a keypad attached to the far wall. 
 
    I had to have looked at the thing a dozen times without bothering to actually see what it was. 
 
    “There are over twenty rooms in this house. This hall specifically has twelve,” he explained, pushing the doors open and gesturing for me to follow. 
 
    “I want you to give me a week to convince you to stay. Within that week, you’re going to pick seven doors. Each door has something different behind it. Your sister is behind one of them. If you find her before the seven days are up, I’ll take you to your mother myself. However,” he paused and turned back around with a cruel grin in place, “if you give up before then, or happen to fail, she isn’t going anywhere.” 
 
    My brows slammed together in confusion. 
 
    “I don’t understand. I saw the picture—she’s your wife. Why are you keeping her locked away?” 
 
    “It was an illusion, Katie,” he sighed, as if he’d already explained this to me in detail. 
 
    “The only woman who will be granted the honor of having my last name is you, if you’ll have me. No one else comes close to deserving it.” 
 
    How did I deserve it? I quickly reran our conversation in my head, coming back to his earlier statement. 
 
    “Did you say something about saving my sister?” 
 
    His megawatt grin was the only answer I needed. What had he done with her? 
 
    Nothing she doesn’t deserve. Why are you so worried about her? She left you. 
 
    Shaking my head as if to clear the negative thoughts away, I went to the first door to my immediate left and tried to open it, but the damn thing was locked tight. The door directly across from it was the same. 
 
    His dark chuckle from behind me had every hair follicle on my body rising to attention. 
 
    “Did you plan this?” I looked back and asked him. 
 
    “I might have had something to do with it,” he teased. 
 
    “Is this a game to you?” 
 
    “Maybe—although I’d rather call it a proposition,” he replied flippantly. 
 
    “And what happens if I decline?” 
 
    “Do you want to find out?” 
 
    No… 
 
    Yes… 
 
    Did I have a choice? I didn’t want to try and solve his impossible riddles anymore. What was so special about seven days? What was so special about me? I had no idea how to describe the chaotic emotions swirling inside my chest. 
 
    I hadn’t wanted any of this, but now I couldn’t deny that on some level I did need him. I’d started falling for him from the beginning, and there wasn’t anyone around to catch me except the same man who tripped me. 
 
    Accepting him as he was would be accepting the devil that lived inside him. It would be doing what I’d done my whole life, burying my head in the sand and being a coward. 
 
    Frustrated, I moved away from him, going further down the hall. 
 
    As expected, he quickly closed the distance between us, taking hold of my arm and making me stand in front of him, chest to chest. Every time I pushed him away, he just pulled me closer. 
 
    “Why are you doing this to me?” I asked, peering up into his gorgeous eyes. 
 
    “I honestly can’t give an answer that will satisfy you. I just want you to stay. I need you.” He threaded his fingers into my hair and began gently massaging my scalp. Like a kitten desperate for affection, I leaned into his touch. 
 
    I couldn’t hate him, and god, how I tried. Mason wasn’t a bad man. Bad men didn’t save tortured souls. He wasn’t a good man, either—he was just…him. He was something indefinable, tragically flawed and debauched but still oh so human. 
 
    “I think you’re insane,” I quietly confessed after a few silent minutes. 
 
    He paused at my words, his grip going from soft to harsh. I’d offended him without meaning to, lulled into a stupid sense of safety by his gentle demeanor. 
 
    “You think I’m insane?” He laughed humorlessly. “That’s always the prognosis, isn’t it?” 
 
    He tugged my head back and looked down at me with blatant displeasure on his face, a cruel smile appearing when I grunted from the sharp pull on my hair. His next words were a challenge. 
 
    “Let me show you the definition of insanity.” 
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    I led her down the hall and took a sharp left turn, walking straight into a room that was bathed in dark red. 
 
    There was a chair in the center like the one I used to restrain people in my studio. I didn’t let her see who was in it, using my body to block her view. Instead, I led her to the back wall and, in quick succession before she could fight me, I tied leathers cuffs around her wrists, ignoring her objections that followed. 
 
    “Mason, what are you doing?” She tugged, testing the strength of the straps, looking at me with fury and not a little fear in her eyes. 
 
    “Mason,” she called after me when I turned and walked away. Ignoring her was difficult, but it had to be done. This sudden strength she’d found was grating on my non-existent nerves. 
 
    She thought she could leave me? That I would just let her go? Not even death would stop me from owning her. Fuck if I knew why I was still going through such extremes for this damaged girl. Killing her would be as simple as counting to three, but I couldn’t do it. 
 
    From the moment I saw her tiny form when I was eleven years old, I’d never forgotten about the baby girl born in my basement. When her father fell into debt, it was like fate telling me she had always been mine. 
 
    Both our mothers were fucked in the head. That didn’t make either of us insane, though. 
 
    I hated that fucking word. 
 
    Normal people were the ones ruining the world. All I wanted to do was sit at home, drink a shot of bourbon, and fuck her until my cock went numb. 
 
    That wasn’t asking for too much on my end. She needed to forget about everyone and everything but me. I was all she needed, and it was time for her to see that. 
 
    Her mind needed to bend and her spirit had to break. Only then could I put her back together the correct way. It was almost like taking her apart to form the canvassed vision I had floating at the front of my brain—the one where my hands wielded a scalpel to peel the smooth flesh from her pretty white bones. 
 
    “Mason, what are you doing?” Her sweet voice broke through my thoughts, chasing my daydream away. 
 
    “Patience, Katie-Kat,” I called over my shoulder. 
 
    “Are we ready?” Declan asked, strolling into the room with a dinner roll still hanging from his mouth. 
 
    “It looks like I should be asking you that.” 
 
    He flipped me off and went to stand in front of the chair, giving Katie nothing but a passing glance. 
 
    “Hey, Roy. How ya feeling today?” Grabbing the top of the chair, he turned it around so Katie could see my old landscaper, the man responsible for letting Ginger go and trying to take her away from me. 
 
    “Remember him?” I asked her, walking back to where she was restrained. 
 
    She looked at me warily, saying nothing. I could see in her eyes that she knew what was coming. At least, she knew part of what was coming. 
 
    “You don’t have to do this.” She finally spoke, immediately pleading for his worthless life anyway. 
 
    “But I do. See, he touched something that didn’t belong to him. Even worse—he touched something that belonged to me.” 
 
    “I don’t belong to you,” she spat at me, defiance screwing up her pert nose. 
 
    With a sigh, I grabbed hold of her face, squeezing until her cheeks puffed up and her supple pink lips parted. 
 
    “This is the problem, Katie. You’re backtracking just when you had started to show so much promise. You belong to me just as much as I belong to you.” I rubbed my nose along her jaw, inhaling her lavender scent. 
 
    “You can start,” I directed to my cousin, moving so I was behind Katie, giving her a clear view of what was happening. 
 
    Declan quickly pulled his shirt off. Having done this many times for my father, he seemed almost bored about what he had to do. 
 
    “Mason, don’t! I’ll take your…deal.” 
 
    “Proposition,” I corrected. “And I know you will. I was only pretending to give you a choice.” 
 
    My hands found their way beneath her dress to cup her ass and her whole body tensed. My dick strained in my slacks, stiffening at her helplessness. 
 
    Declan now had his favorite tool of choice, a blue hoof-pick that used to belong to his mother. 
 
    “Ready?” he double-checked. 
 
    “Are you ready?” I murmured in Katie’s ear. She choked out a no. 
 
    “We’re ready,” I confirmed, sliding a hand around Katie’s waist to feel her pussy. 
 
    “You shaved for me, Katie-Kat,” I marveled, tracing her smooth lips with my index finger. I thought she might have at dinner, but I wasn’t entirely sure. 
 
    Roy’s pained scream made her jolt against me. Her ass pushed into my erection and she pulled against her restraints. A small whimper, almost inaudible thanks to the pathetic man having his face gouged open, slipped from her mouth. 
 
    Declan was wiggling the hoof-pick back and forth on Roy’s left cheek. 
 
    His face was set in a determined scowl as he attempted to push it all the way in. 
 
    If Katie wasn’t there, I’d have been helping him. 
 
    I grabbed her face and forced her head to turn to the side, crushing my mouth to hers. 
 
    She refused to open for me so I bit down on her silky lips and pushed two fingers into her cunt. Roy’s shrill screams became the soundtrack to my assault. 
 
    All I focused on was the metallic taste of her blood filling my mouth and the way her pussy was gripping my fingers. 
 
    “Isn’t it insane how wet you are for me right now?” I pulled my face back to watch the tears leak down her cheeks and lick the red tinge from her lips. 
 
    So afraid of the truth, she was willing to suffer for a lie. 
 
    “Got it!” Declan whooped, finally tearing a hole in Roy’s cheek. 
 
    I glanced over in time to see crimson spraying out the side of the man’s face. 
 
    His screams made my last bit of self-control dissolve. 
 
    I grabbed Katie’s clit and began to roll it with the pad of my thumb. She squeezed her eyes shut and cried out, only encouraging me to keep going. I had this mindless need to consume her entirely. Within seconds, I had my dick out and was repositioning us. 
 
    Without caring that my cousin was killing a man across the room, I snagged an arm across her lower waist and lifted her up so that I could push into her. 
 
    I heard her soft cries over the blood roaring in my ears as I began thrusting into her. 
 
    She was so tight, suffocating my cock with her inner muscles. One little taste of her was never enough. 
 
    I would gladly overdose on whatever this feeling was, the high being inside her gave me; nothing had ever felt this amazing. 
 
    It had never been like this with anyone else. And this crazy woman thought I would let her leave me? The only place she would be going was a grave in my backyard. At least then I’d still be able to see the sun shining down on her every morning and no one else would get to touch what was mine. 
 
    Her screams clashed with Roy’s, bouncing off the walls of the room. 
 
    Her body tightened around me as I fucked her harder, faster, feeling my balls rising and ready to burst. 
 
    Declan continued his own assault, gouging Roy’s other cheek open before placing a blade at the man’s throat. 
 
    His silver eyes flashed to mine, not at all surprised by my show of brutality. He knew what needed to happen. 
 
    “You’re going to come for me, Katie,” I groaned in her ear, burying myself as far inside her as I could, forcing her ass to grind down on my cock. I pinched her clit and felt her contract around me, screaming my name. I didn’t move, relishing in how perfect the moment was. 
 
    If this was a competition, we would have gotten a perfect ten for formation. Declan had pushed his blade into the side of Roy’s throat just at the right time. 
 
    She was coming as he sat dying. A scream of pleasure drowned out a scream of death. If that wasn’t insanity, what was? 
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    I turned to the left and then to the right, eyeing my naked body in the bathroom mirror. 
 
    You’re sick like he is, my mind gleefully pointed out. And I was. I had one of the strongest orgasms of my life as a man had his life snuffed out right before my eyes. 
 
    Mason restrained me so I couldn’t fight him and then fucked me like I was a whore. 
 
    I reacted like one, pushing myself at him, moaning with pleasure and screaming his name. 
 
    I was left with a trembling body and a corpse staring right at me. It felt like Roy’s lifeless eyes were judging me for the predicament in its entirety. 
 
    I felt dirty, vile, and wrong. All the hot water and soap in the world couldn’t wash the grime from my soul. I should have felt traumatized and broken; instead, I had a fresh perspective on what needed to be done. 
 
    There was power in words—I knew that better than anyone. Mason said I belonged to him and he belonged to me, unknowingly shifting a bit of control in my direction. I was tired of scrambling to pick up the pieces of an impossible puzzle, tired of being the Katie who was weak enough to slice her wrists open. 
 
    Mason would never give me a straightforward answer. 
 
    He may not have been a liar, but his words were nothing but carefully woven riddles that took truths and twisted them. My captor liked to play games, and if I wanted to figure out the answers behind his obsession, I’d have to do the same. 
 
    That was easier said than done when I was up against someone who seemed to know me better than I knew myself and could set me off with one little touch. 
 
    Sighing, I grabbed the soft robe Mason had given me and slipped it on before padding out into his room. 
 
    The only light came from the bathroom behind me. Mason was sitting on the edge of the bed in nothing but a pair of black briefs, looking deep in thought. 
 
    We hadn’t spoken a word to one another since he’d carried me back to the bedroom. 
 
    I approached him like a cautious animal would, thinking of him as a viper ready to strike. When I paused right beside him, he surprised me by simply wrapping his arms around my waist and laying his head against my stomach. 
 
    “Mase,” I sighed, hugging his head. 
 
    “Mase?” he repeated, amusement evident in his tone, pulling back to look at me. And may the Lord have mercy on my soul for smiling down at the devil. 
 
    This was one of those pivotal moments where I needed to realize that it was officially time to give up believing I was just like any other girl. Other girls would have burned me at the stake for the way my heart accelerated when he looked at me. 
 
    We’d gone from screwing in what looked like a room for an asylum patient, to dinner, to watching his old gardener be murdered as he took me from behind. 
 
    It was truly disturbing. 
 
    “What’s wrong with us, Mason?” I searched his eyes for an answer I knew he wouldn’t give. 
 
    “You’re exhausted,” he frowned, easily lifting me up and setting me down on the bed. Figuring he wasn’t going to answer me, I climbed up to the headboard and flopped down like a beaten rug. 
 
    I’d just started to doze off when I heard the floor creak; a second later, a fleece blanket was covering me and a pair of soft lips skimmed over my cheek. 
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    I watched the life begin to leave her body. The blood vessel in her left eye burst and her pale skin turned blue. Just when she was about to pass out, I let her go. 
 
    “Please…stop,” she gasped for air, wheezing out a plea for a life that was now mine to get rid of. 
 
    “But what if I don’t want to stop?” 
 
    I smiled down at her and wrapped my hand back around her throat, squeezing harder. 
 
    Her eyes turned glassy before mine; her lips opened and closed until she went limp. 
 
    “Katie seems nice,” Declan commented from his spot on the sofa across the room, propping one arm behind his head. Now that my concentration was broken, I gave him a withering glare that he laughed off. 
 
    “She’s more than nice.” She’s mine. 
 
    I picked up a pair of scissors from my metal trolley and started cutting the brunette’s hair off her head in thick, uneven snips. 
 
    “Calm down, killer. Don’t go pissin’ on the girl to mark your territory,” he laughed. 
 
    “Did you move Annie?” I asked him, trying to determine the best way to remove an eyelid. 
 
    “Yeah; how do you think that’s going to go?” He stood up and made his way over to watch me work. 
 
    I shrugged, not all that concerned about it. The little reunion had to happen. It was the least I could do for Katie, even if her sister did hate her. I couldn’t reunite her with her parents; all I had left of them were their skulls. 
 
    “Are you going to tell her the truth?” he asked, handing me a scalpel. 
 
    “I’m going to let her discover the truth on her own.” I took the scalpel and cut into the right upper eyelid, exposing the pink fleshy tendons underneath. 
 
    “Katie…is young. She’ll be fine.” I flicked the piece of flesh through the air and repeated my actions on the left eye. 
 
    “We were young once. I guess we didn’t turn out too fucked up,” he sighed, sarcasm dripping from his every word. 
 
    If he wasn’t my cousin, he wouldn’t feel comfortable joking with me the way he was. Declan was the brother I never had, my uncle Luca’s first son. 
 
    We grew up the same, inseparable from the beginning. I just happened to love women, and he liked to switch sides every now and then. I saw nothing wrong with it, I just wanted him to find someone for himself so he could stop bothering me twenty-four seven. 
 
    “My father is entrusting us to run his business. I want Katie by my side. I…need her,” I told him, pulling the brunette’s ear forward and slicing into it. Blood ran over my fingers, drizzling onto the floor. 
 
    Should I remove her lips? Her nose? 
 
    I finished cutting the ear off and tossed it to the side, staring at the place it used to be. 
 
    “What is it about her?” Declan walked to where the ear had landed and picked it up, holding it in the air to study it. 
 
    “Do you know we’ve technically known her for her whole life? She was at our house for four months before her dad and Glenda decided to raise her as their own,” I reminisced. 
 
    “I remember the little fucker never stopped crying,” he grinned. “Does she know anything?” 
 
    “She knows I own her house. Knows her mother owed me money. She doesn’t know the debt started with her father. Not yet, at least. The money doesn’t matter to me at this point; I have Katie.” 
 
    Declan shook his head and smirked at me. I knew what he was thinking. How the fuck did I decide to settle down before him? 
 
    I wasn’t a relationship kind of man. I was a fuck ’em and kill ’em kind of man. 
 
    An odd twist of fate had Katie coming back in my life. I watched her grow and I watched her fall. It took a lot to move me in terms of imagery, and the one of her naked in a tub of bloody water always did just that. She was ready to do it again before I stepped in and took her. If I could slay the demons inside her head, I’d do it in a heartbeat. At this point though, they were my closest ally. 
 
    I knew what it was like to feel trapped by your own mind. I’d overcome that long ago, thanks to my father. 
 
    I still had small slivers of empathy, though. Sometimes, I felt as broken as the corpses I decapitated. The art I created helped me pretend I was doing something to fix it. 
 
    Each swirl of a paintbrush dipped in a new color and swiped across my canvas filled an invisible crack and made me feel better. 
 
    I looked at the blood staining my hands and pooling on the floor. 
 
    The mirror hanging on the far wall caught my eye and I looked up, taking in my put-together appearance. There was no changing who I was, and I didn’t really see a need to. There was no eradicating the evil from my soul. I was my father’s son. 
 
    Katie would one day be my wife and help me extend the Andreou bloodline, which was why I had to do whatever was necessary to break her down so I could rebuild her again. 
 
    If the voices in her head won, then Katie would become like my mother. I refused to lose her like that. As my father kept saying: history couldn’t repeat itself. 
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    I woke up to a dark room with something wet between my legs. It took only a second for sleep to evaporate from my brain and to realize it was Mason’s tongue. 
 
    His hands were holding my thighs open. The robe I had fallen asleep in was barely covering my nude body. 
 
    “Mason,” I groaned, pushing up onto my elbows. 
 
    His bold green eyes flickered to mine, reminding me of a feline in the night. 
 
    A wicked smile had his mouth tilting up at the corners. Keeping his gaze locked with mine, he suckled my clit into his mouth and slid three rough, callused fingers into me, curling them up towards my sweet spot. His movements suddenly turned rapid and hard. 
 
    “Mas—” His name died on a sharp gasp. I dropped my head back to the pillow and fisted the sheets. I tried to say his name again and wound up moaning loudly instead. 
 
    The tip of his tongue battered my swollen nub and his fingers continued their rough delving in and out of me. He let one of my thighs go to push down on my lower stomach, right above my G-spot, magnifying my pleasure. 
 
    Something was happening. Something…different. 
 
    I didn’t understand what it was until it no longer mattered. A dizzying pressure exploded inside me and a sound that was inhuman tore from my throat. Something streamed from between my legs and it wasn’t until I lay trembling and trying to breathe again that I realized what had happened. 
 
    The sheets were soaked. 
 
    Mason gave me no time to feel embarrassed about it; he was lifting my hips and driving into me before I could utter a single word. 
 
    I came again on a soundless scream, digging my nails into his forearms. His bare chest was wet and, when he leaned down to savagely attack my mouth, I could taste myself all over his face. This wasn’t sex; this was primal fucking. 
 
    His fingers dug into my flesh so hard I knew I’d be bruised. 
 
    Our teeth clashed and I found myself grabbing at his broad back. 
 
    When he finally found his release, the mattress was hanging off the bed frame and we were both drenched in sweat. Still inside me, he propped himself up with one arm and used his other to brush damp strands of hair out of my face. His chest rose and fell in silence. He was looking at me with such intensity, I felt my cheeks start to heat. 
 
    I’d licked this man’s come from the floor and still felt impossibly coy around him at times. 
 
    I stared up at him in awe. How was it possible to love someone irrevocably, and whole-heartedly despise them at the same time? 
 
    This tortured, sadistic man had managed to pull my heart from my chest and now held the bloody organ hostage. 
 
    In its place was a hole he was slowly filling with everything that was him, sinking me further into his sea of darkness. 
 
    My resolve threatened to crumble right then, before I could even attempt to find my backbone for once. Love him or hate him, he owed me answers, and I was determined to get them. 
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    At breakfast, it was just Mason and I. The large home was quiet and no one else was in sight. 
 
    As I devoured my scrambled eggs under his watchful eye, I briefly wondered if I should feel guilty that Annie was somewhere being hurt. 
 
    On a positive note, at least I wasn’t on my back anymore, being taken to depths of pleasure that should have been illegal. 
 
    The whole morning had my emotions playing tug-of-war, pushing and pulling in two completely different directions. 
 
    Sitting at the table, him working and me enjoying a delicious meal, made me see that we were just like everyone else. 
 
    It was the extracurricular activities that made us differ. I studied Mason from the corner of my eye. He was so stylish, eloquent, and handsome. 
 
    You truly could never know who was a killer and who wasn’t. 
 
    “Mason,” I softly said to draw his attention from his iPhone screen. 
 
    His green hues immediately locked with my blue ones. I hated that he could trap me with a single look. 
 
    I was well aware how unhealthy this—whatever this was between us—had become. Was becoming. There was home in his eyes, but he kept setting fire to my heart. 
 
    You want a killer—period. Accept it. 
 
    Rolling my lips, I told myself I would never be enough for a man like Mason, so it wasn’t worth debating in my head. It didn’t matter how unhealthy this was. 
 
    Clearing my throat, I opened my mouth to broach what I hoped wasn’t a sensitive subject, but he interrupted me. 
 
    “You can’t get pregnant,” he said, not batting an eyelid at my surprised expression. 
 
    “How did you know what I was going to say?” 
 
    “I know you.” He shrugged. “And before you ask, I had an implant put in your arm the night you came with me. That’s why the cotton was there.” 
 
    I knew I could either be upset or be relieved. 
 
    I tried not to let the second emotion broadcast on my face, but it was too late—he saw it. The same look I’d seen before that almost seemed like hurt flashed across his face again. 
 
    “Don’t worry, Katie-Kat. When I want you pregnant, you’ll know.” 
 
    “You said when I found my sister I could go home,” I reminded him. 
 
    “And did you somehow think me sending you home would free you?” 
 
    He tucked his phone into his pocket and gave me his undivided attention. 
 
    I hadn’t thought much beyond the words go home. 
 
    I suppose it was naïve of me to think that Mason would simply give me up. Even more naïve was the ridiculous part of me that didn’t want him to. 
 
    Not wanting to dwell on those thoughts, I wiped my mouth with a napkin and told him I was ready to go. 
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    Mason stood beside me as I looked up and down the corridor, giving me no hints as to what door had what behind it. Twelve doors, and I had to pick seven in seven days. 
 
    “What’s the catch to this?” I turned and asked him. He looked at me but he didn’t answer. Ever since the birth control topic had come up, he’d been more withdrawn than usual. 
 
    I had to remind myself that he was just a man. 
 
    He was strong, cold, and painfully ruthless, but he was still just a man, and he had feelings. I had no idea what kind of things went on his head. I hated that I could unintentionally hurt him. 
 
    “No catch. You just have to deal with whatever you find on the other side,” he explained. 
 
    “Why can’t you just tell me?” I muttered, more to myself than to him. 
 
    “It’s better this way.” 
 
    With a jerky nod, I began to move again. 
 
    1…2…3…4… 
 
    “This one.” I gestured to the fourth door on my right. 
 
    “Are you sure?” Mason asked, studying me in the way he always did. 
 
    I nodded, trying to ignore the sweat building up on my palms. 
 
    “Go ahead. It’s open.” The grin on his face and the gleam in his eye had me regretting my decision. 
 
    Exhaling a shaky breath, I opened the door and slowly walked inside. As soon as my eyes landed on the girl in the middle of the room, I immediately wanted to backtrack. 
 
    What was she doing here? 
 
    “Mason.” I looked at him, alarmed, confusion clear in my tone. “Why is she here?” 
 
    “Because she hurt you,” he answered slowly, like that should have been my first conclusion. 
 
    I glanced back at the pretty redhead restrained to one of the altered dental chairs. She had hurt me, but it was with words, not physical violence. Macy used to come into the diner where I worked and make countless comments about me, laughing loudly for added measure. 
 
    I wasn’t really sure why she didn’t like me. 
 
    Janice, my old boss, said it was because some people were just assholes—judgmental, stuck-up assholes who thought the world owed them something. 
 
    “How did you get her here?” I kept my attention on Macy, who had now turned her head to stare at me. Oddly, I didn’t exactly feel guilt, seeing her like this. 
 
    “I pretended I was going to fuck her,” he openly admitted. 
 
    “Did you touch her?” The question was out of my mouth before I could stop it, and it sounded angrier than I’d intended. Mason’s face split with a Cheshire cat-like grin. 
 
    “If I did?” he taunted. 
 
    I swallowed and bit my tongue. 
 
    My amoral kidnapper had taken another girl, who I knew wasn’t going to have a graceful death, and all I could worry about was whether he’d touched her in an intimate way. 
 
    No, Katie, you’re not screwed up at all. This is perfectly normal for a twenty-three year old girl. Everyone in love wants to commit murder out of jealousy. 
 
    “Jesus, Katie. Would you like me to tattoo your name across my cock? Would that prove that I don’t want anyone else?” He grabbed me by the shoulders and turned me around to face him. 
 
    “What are you going to do with her?” 
 
    He shook his head at me, acknowledging my swift subject change. 
 
    “I’m not going to do anything. I told you to handle it, and that’s how it’s going to go.” 
 
    Shooting a glance over my shoulder, he dropped his hands and stepped back into the hallway. 
 
    “You have one hour.” 
 
    What? 
 
    I opened my mouth to object, but the door was already slamming in my face. 
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    How long had it been? Twenty minutes? Ten? What happened if Mason came back and Macy was still alive? 
 
    He could hurt Annie… 
 
    And why would that be a bad thing? 
 
    I groaned in frustration and leaned my head back against a lower cabinet. 
 
    I’d moved across the room so that Macy was directly in front of me. I didn’t feel any way in particular about my predicament. 
 
    I was waiting to feel the anguish from what I assumed needed to be done, but I just felt…blank. Pushing off the floor, I approached the chair and studied Macy’s face. 
 
    Clumps of mascara were smeared on her cheeks, and a decent sized bruise was on the side of her neck. 
 
    “Should I take the gag off?” I asked myself. 
 
    No—then, she’ll never shut up. 
 
    Good point; she was already trying to tell me something, but I bypassed her to look around the room. 
 
    The door was locked, and there weren’t any shiny tools like the other rooms had—so what was I supposed to do? 
 
    The cabinets were the last place I checked. Standing from the plush sofa I had dramatically sat down on, I made a beeline across the stone floor to the cabinetry. On the bottom shelf in the right hand corner was a white bottle with a picture of a grill on it. 
 
    Lighter fluid. 
 
    Beside the bottle was a small book of matches. He couldn’t really expect me to light this girl on fire? But, of course he did. Was it considered giving up if I didn’t do it? I’m sure Mason would twist it that way. He was adroit at twisting words. 
 
    Squeezing my eyes shut, I inhaled a deep breath and then slowly let it out. 
 
    If I didn’t do it, someone else would, right? Then, I would have forfeited for nothing. Mason may not let me be after I went home, but at least I’d be home. 
 
    I could tell myself I cared what happened to Annie and not lay awake wondering about what ifs. 
 
    Mind made up, I quickly unscrewed the little red cap from the lighter fluid before turning to face Macy again. Her doe brown eyes bulged at the sight of it. 
 
    “Um…” I licked my lips, trying to find the right choice of words. How did I nicely explain that I was going to light her on fire? 
 
    Why bother? She never gave you the same respect. 
 
    “Okay,” I hyped myself one last time and squeezed the bottle, aiming the stream of fluid in Macy’s direction. 
 
    She squealed but was helpless to defend herself. 
 
    Just like the chair in Mason’s house, the straps around her wrists were embedded in her flesh. 
 
    Another wrapped around her forehead, giving her limited mobility when she tried to turn her neck. 
 
    I scrunched my nose up at the potent smell that rose in the air. I squirted the liquid until the bottle became virtually weightless, soaking her black shirt, hair, and denims. 
 
    Sitting the container on the stone floor, I wiped my sweaty palms on the fabric of my summer dress and retrieved the matches. I looked back at Macy and felt nothing but pity. She was whimpering loudly, her limbs trembling violently. 
 
    All the times she’d called me a freak and claimed I would always be alone surfaced in my brain. 
 
    You aren’t alone now. 
 
    In spite of the situation, I felt my mouth turn up at the corners. 
 
    I hadn’t felt alone in months—funny how that worked out. I never would have pictured a future like this before Mason. Now, it all seemed…normal. What I was about to do didn’t feel like some horrible, unjust act. 
 
    It took me three strikes to get a match lit; I held the burning stick and gave Macy my best apologetic look. 
 
    “I hope you burn fast,” I said awkwardly. 
 
    Her hair seemed the best place to start, and as soon as the small flame got near one of the kerosene-drenched strands, it spread. 
 
    I took a few fast steps back, my heart lurching in my chest as her head was engulfed in fire. 
 
    I’d never heard a human being make the sounds she was. 
 
    The smell was terrible; it reminded me of the time I got a rug caught in the vacuum cleaner. Her skin began to peel backward and gradually spread apart. 
 
    Something fatty oozed from her pores. If I had to be frank, the sight was almost fascinating. 
 
    My pulse raced and I curled my fingers into my hands. 
 
    I’m not sure how long I’d stood staring at her, when suddenly someone was pulling me towards the hall and Declan was spraying the chair down with a fire extinguisher. 
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    Was he mad? 
 
    Mason led me down the hall and all the way back to his room without sparing me a second glance. As soon as we got inside, he shut the door and pinned me in place with his eyes. 
 
    “Why did you do that?” he asked, his tone giving nothing away. 
 
    “You said I had to handle it.” 
 
    “And that translated into setting someone on fire?” 
 
    I stared at him in confusion. Wasn’t that what he wanted? 
 
    “Did I mess up?” 
 
    His phone began to ring before he could answer me. He withdrew it from his pocket and gently nudged me out of his way so he could leave the room, clearly wanting to speak in private. 
 
    The solid door clicked shut behind him, and I was still left without an answer. He didn’t seem inclined to give me those. 
 
    [image: A close up of a tree  Description automatically generated] 
 
    I sank down in the large tub of water without taking my clothes off. 
 
    Leaning my head back on the porcelain, I stared up at the vaulted ceiling, trying to sort myself out. 
 
    I waited with baited breath for my moral compass to kick into overdrive, but it never did. I knew my actions were abhorrent, but I felt no remorse or regret for the things I’d done. 
 
    Shutting my eyes, I tilted my head back to partially submerge it. After a few minutes, I felt a hand on my face and opened my eyes to Mason sitting on the edge of the tub, staring down at me. 
 
    He wasn’t side-eyeing me or commenting on the fact that I was sitting in a tub of water in a dress. He never poked fun at my antics. 
 
    “You didn’t mess up; you did exactly what I thought you would,” he said, trailing the pad of his thumb across my bottom lip. 
 
    Hearing those words from his mouth had a weight lifting off my shoulders. 
 
    Disappointing him cut like a knife. It made an earlier revelation have a bit more clarity. I didn’t have a true home, but when I was with him, it didn’t matter. He was home. 
 
    I hadn’t felt alone or soul-crushingly depressed since the moment I woke up in his house. Had this been the past, I would have been trying to drown my demons under the water. Mason had saved me in more ways than one. Whatever the visceral pull was between us, it was getting stronger. This part of our odd relationship was almost romantic. 
 
    On the flip side, I was in deep lust and love with a kidnapper and a member of a family that seemed to be full of hobbyist killers. 
 
    It was like one of those ridiculous romance stories: the captive fell dangerously in love with the captor, craving him like the air that filtered in and out of my corrupted lungs. 
 
    “What are you thinking?” he asked as he stood up and walked to where the bath towels were kept. 
 
    “I don’t know anything about you.” 
 
    “And what exactly do you want to know?” He turned back around with a guarded look on his face. 
 
    “Everything,” I softly admitted. “I want to know why I’m here, how you know my parents…Annie. And I want to know you,” I confessed. 
 
    He made a humming sound in his throat and motioned for me to stand up, holding a large towel open. 
 
    When I rose, water sloshed everywhere, and the weight of my black dress clung to my shoulders. 
 
    I accepted his outstretched hand and stepped out of the tub, and then let him wrap me up like one would in a toweled cocoon. 
 
    “Okay,” he agreed. 
 
    “Okay?” I couldn’t hide my surprise; he never told me anything. He gave me the smile that made my heart bounce around in my chest, his dimples on full display, and took my face in his hands. 
 
    “Later,” he promised before taking my mouth in a deep, gentle kiss. 
 
    Kissing him back, I could almost stand there and pretend we were just a normal man, and a normal woman. 
 
    Almost. 
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    When she found out the truth, she was going to hate me. As it was, I would go as far as saying she loved me. She’d never said the words aloud; it was something in her eyes. 
 
    Unlike me, Katie didn’t grow up in a loving family environment. Her father used her as collateral and left her, her mother abused her, and Annie let jealousy control her. 
 
    I only married her as a friend—the only friend thing I’d ever done in my life. I tried to get her away from her parents whilst setting up the illusion we were a real couple. Her father would have cut her off, otherwise. 
 
    She was supposed to be on the same page as me. When she realized I was after Katie all along, petty jealousy had her making a few rash decisions that resulted in her ending up in her current state at my father’s. 
 
    “I think she’ll be okay,” my father commented, pulling me out of my head. I followed his gaze to where Katie sat talking to Declan. 
 
    None of my usual possessiveness swarmed me at seeing them together. I’d encouraged them to grow close; she would need someone to talk to, and Declan was always more easy-going than I was. 
 
    I trusted him. 
 
    Seeing as he would one day help me take over from my father, I didn’t have a choice. 
 
    When I looked back at my father, I didn’t see a man who would let himself succumb to his sickness. I saw a replica of me. He always laughed his sickness off, saying the silent killer was the last thing he’d expected to try to take him out. 
 
    I knew he would fight it with the same vigor and determination he did everything else, but fuck, if the idea of losing him didn’t hurt. I wasn’t a pussy about admitting my feelings; I was a man who loved his father dearly and didn’t want to bury him anytime soon. 
 
    The dogs had been an excuse not to go home; his potentially impending death was the real reason I couldn’t leave. 
 
    We both knew it, but neither of us would comment on it. I knew he liked having us all together on the Dahlia’s property. 
 
    Even with all of us here, though, I knew he had a void in him. The kind that no amount of company could truly cure. My father had never gotten over my mother; he still wore his wedding ring. Every night he sat by the fireplace with nothing but a picture of her above the mantle to keep him company. 
 
    I couldn’t imagine losing the object of my obsession. I imagined it would be a slow and painful demise to keep on going without the one thing that made an inferno burn in your veins. 
 
    That was his biggest issue with Katie. He didn’t want her to hurt me in the way my mother had him. 
 
    I hoped he saw earlier that she truly could thrive in our family. 
 
    It wasn’t about changing her; it was about making sure she adapted. I would never let her head drag her back down again—not if I could help it. It’s why I did all I had. I’d planted a seed of unfathomable sin, and now it was time to nurture it. 
 
    All I could do after that was hope that she didn’t despise me for my actions, and hope I never lost control and turned her into another portrait on my walls. 
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    “Being a little bit fucked up runs in our genetics,” Declan explained with a boyish smile. 
 
    I’d tried to avoid him after dinner, but Mason dragged me along to the game room so he and his father could play a round of pool, and Declan refused to go away. 
 
    “I don’t think he likes me,” I mumbled, looking away from Mason’s father, who was watching me again. 
 
    “Who? Uncle J? He doesn’t have any issue with you personally, Katie. 
 
    You just remind him of someone, and he’s an overprotective son-of-a-bitch when it comes to me and Mason,” Declan explained. 
 
    Is that what a protective parent looked like? I’d never had one. No one had ever tried to protect me, except for Mason. 
 
    “What happened to her?” I asked after a prolonged moment of silence. 
 
    He didn’t answer me right away, seemingly thinking about his response. 
 
    “She killed herself,” he sighed. “If you want to get specific, she tried to kill Uncle J, too. She drove their car off a cliff. Mason was too little to remember her, but she left a note for him explaining why she did it. 
 
    He read it when we got a little bit older,” he explained. 
 
    His mother killed herself… 
 
    I looked around the massive house and took a quick peek at Mason’s father. 
 
    Someone looking in from the outside would simply see a wealthy widowed man, a beautiful home, and a son he’d raised on his own. I knew better, though. 
 
    Sometimes, our heads could be a dangerous place. My mind had always been my own worst enemy. Declan’s next words solidified what I was already figuring out. 
 
    “I think she just wanted it all to end, ya know? From what my dad told me, she just lost touch with reality, wanted to give Mason a chance to have a normal childhood.” 
 
    We fell into silence after that. I knew exactly how it felt to have hell in your head, but then along came Mason and made it safe again. 
 
    Was he trying to save me because he felt responsible for his mother somehow? The theory made sense. 
 
    I was always so worried about my own issues, I never stopped to wonder who helped him through his. 
 
    Maybe we really were alike. 
 
    “Why did you lie the other day?” I kept my voice low. 
 
    “Because you need him to think you’re playing along. And…the person you’re looking for won’t help you in the long run. If you really want some answers, check the living room.” 
 
    “Why would you—“ 
 
    “He’s coming,” he interjected, raising a glass to his mouth to play off his warning. 
 
    “Do you paint, too?” I swiftly changed the subject, blurting out the first thing that popped into my head. 
 
    “Do I…?” He shook his head and laughed, “No, angel, I just work the Red Rooms.” 
 
    “The Red Rooms?” It sounded like the name of a cheap motel. 
 
    “You’ll have to ask Mason about them.” 
 
    Sure—I’d just pencil that in under question four hundred that he had yet to answer. 
 
    Declan winked a silver eye at me and walked across the room as the topic of our discussion approached, wrapping an arm around my shoulders. 
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    I lay on my side and watched him undress. 
 
    “Why haven’t we gone home yet?” I yawned, snuggling into my pillow. 
 
    He paused for a second and glanced over his shoulder at me. “The house is having some work done,” he replied, pulling his shirt over his head. 
 
    “Oh,” I mumbled, watching him drop his pants. 
 
    A familiar ache settled between my thighs as I stared at him. He was such a beautiful man. His bronze skin and toned physique complemented each other perfectly. 
 
    I hoped he was going to attempt to sleep tonight. Then, I could attempt to sneak out. I’d spotted the living room on our way back upstairs. 
 
    I couldn’t come up with a logical reason why he should take me to see it right then. I should have asked for a tour. 
 
    He turned to face me, and I traced the outline of his abs with my eyes. I’d never seen him work out, but he had to do something to maintain his shape. I doubted killing people was a muscle booster. Though, if he lifted enough bodies, I guess that could be equivalent to lifting weights. 
 
    “Katie.” 
 
    My eyes snapped up to his. 
 
    I took in the smile on his face and gave him one that matched. He was so hot and cold—mostly cold. Learning about his mother made me understand his obsession a little more, at least from my point of view. 
 
    “Pick four questions,” he said, walking towards me. 
 
    Of course, everything had to be some kind of game with him. If he was only giving me four questions, I wanted them to count. And I already knew some small things about him, partially thanks to Declan. Like the fact that he’d grown up loved. 
 
    His past wasn’t the mystery, though. He was. 
 
    “When did you start…or how did you start painting?” Killing, I silently added. 
 
    “That’s an easy one.” He climbed over me and sat down, bracing his back against the headboard and pulling me up to his chest. 
 
    “I killed my nanny one morning while she was making me breakfast. It was the day after my eleventh birthday. I never really like her; I can’t give you a reason why. I just didn’t.” He lifted a strand of my hair and began to twirl it around his finger. 
 
    I wanted to ask how he did it. I tried to picture an eleven-year-old Mason killing someone. I made a bold move and knocked his hand away, moving up to straddle his lap. He blinked at me in surprise for once, keeping his arms by his sides. 
 
    Trying to act natural, I placed my palms on his chest, one right over his heart. 
 
    Me attempting to seduce him was laughable. I had no clue what to do, only that I needed him to sleep, and sleep heavily. Sometimes on television, guys would fall asleep after sex. I wasn’t sure how well that worked in reality, but it was really my only option. 
 
    The last time I attempted to do something sneaky, his dogs tore a woman apart. 
 
    “Where is Max?” Crap. I hadn’t meant to waste one of my questions, but I’d forgotten all about the large black dogs until just now. 
 
    “That’s two. Declan has him in the guest house.” 
 
    Two questions left. 
 
    I studied his face. He looked more awake than before. He wasn’t even touching me, but I could feel the outline of his cock through my underwear. 
 
    I was stiff, and I knew he could tell; he just wasn’t commenting or reacting to it. Determined, I slid my hands to the back of his neck and fully settled on his lap, holding back a breath of air. 
 
    “Are you trying to seduce me?” he teased softly, finally placing his hands on my hips. 
 
    “I don’t know how,” I muttered. This was a stupid idea. I went to let go of his neck, but he stopped me. 
 
    “You don’t have to do anything special to make me want you.” He moved his hands to my ass and squeezed, forcing me to grind against him, showing me how hard he was. “Do you feel that? You do this every time you look at me.” He brought his mouth to the crook of my neck and gently bit down, continuing to make me move on top of him. 
 
    “Jesus, Mase.” I readjusted my grip, tilting my head to give him better access to my neck. His tongue moved in a circular pattern, traveling lower and lower. 
 
    “You still have two questions,” he reminded me, pushing his hips upward. I groaned as the fabric between us stimulated my clit. 
 
    He was trying to distract me, but it wasn’t going to work. Keeping one hand wrapped around him, I snaked the other between us, wiggling it beneath the waistband of his boxers so I could grip his hard length. 
 
    It was warm and pulsed in my hand; I squeezed it, hiding a grin when a grunt slipped from his mouth. 
 
    “How do you know my dad?” I asked in a breathy voice. 
 
    “He worked for me.” 
 
    “Doing what?” I asked without meaning to, wasting the last question. 
 
    “He used to bring me new girls, and then he promised me you.” With ease, he lifted me up and began tugging my underwear off. 
 
    “Mason,” I attempted to stop him, letting him go to push against his arms. 
 
    “You had four questions and got four answers. Now, you’re going to give me something I want.” 
 
    He was out from under me within a second, pushing me down on my stomach and spreading my legs apart. I should have foreseen this happening; Mason always dominated me during sex. 
 
    “Mason, wait! I just—” I cried out as he grabbed hold of my hips and forced his way inside me, not bothering to remove his boxers all the way. 
 
    My underwear was still around my ankles, forcing my legs to remain locked where they were, making the fit impossibly tighter. If I hadn’t been so wet, he would have hurt me. 
 
    He kept one hand on the back of my neck, forcing me to muffle my screams in the sheets. It was getting hard to breathe, but I couldn’t move with him crushing me the way he was. 
 
    My hands clenched the linen on either side of me. My ass jiggled; the mattress made a steady squeaking sound as he drove into me with hard, fast strokes. I felt myself contracting around him as he pushed me towards a harsh climax. 
 
    When he suddenly stopped and pulled out, I sucked in a lungful of air, suddenly finding myself on my back, staring up at him. He settled between my legs and eased himself back inside my pussy. 
 
    His strokes went from rough and hard to slow and gentle. 
 
    We were chest to chest; he had one hand tangled in the hair at the crown of my head, the other massaging my clit. His tongue licked away the tears that had started to spill down my face. I wasn’t sure where they had come from. My mind was spiraling, and at the core of everything was him. 
 
    “You’re so pretty when you cry,” he murmured in my ear, his warm breath skating down my neck. 
 
    I dug my nails into his back, spreading my legs as wide as I could to take all of him. I loved him being inside me, loved the way he didn’t take no for an answer. 
 
    I loved him. 
 
    I loved everything about him. The good and the bad. 
 
    And that scared me.
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    I winced at the soreness between my thighs, grasping the banister like my life depended on it. 
 
    Every few seconds, I paused to listen for Mason—or anyone else who might be awake. I’d put on actual sleep pants and a tank top in case I ran into his father. 
 
    So far, the coast was clear. 
 
    My bare feet soundlessly moved over the cool marble floor. The house was so large that the quiet coupled with the darkness gave me chills. 
 
    I darted to the living room the second I was off the last stair, but once I got there, I wasn’t sure what I was supposed to be looking for. Nothing seemed out of place or appeared to have an answer. 
 
    Why did I just accept Declan’s word? Sighing, I scanned the pictures on the mantelpiece, pausing on one close to the end. Walking up to it, I saw what appeared to be a wedding photo. Carrying the golden frame to the sofa, I turned on the table lamp and sat down, holding the picture beneath the soft glow. 
 
    It was obvious the groom was Mason’s dad, which meant the pretty woman beside him was his mother. 
 
    There were things that stood out in the photo that immediately unsettled me more than anything I’d discovered thus far. 
 
    His father was older than his mom, which was clear to see. Her eyes held no happiness in them. In fact, the wedding as a whole looked off. That wasn’t the worst part, though. 
 
    No, the worst part about the photo was that my parents stood off on one side with a few other guests, and a woman who looked identical to me stood on the other. 
 
    If I hadn’t been one hundred percent sure the photo was taken before I was born, I’d think I was staring at myself. She was smiling, looking carefree, like she belonged there. 
 
    “Find what you were looking for?” a smooth voice came from the doorway. 
 
    I jumped out of my skin, nearly dropping the picture frame. My stomach dipped as I locked eyes with Mason’s father. 
 
    Regardless of what anyone said, I knew the man didn’t like me. He had a hardness in his eyes every time he looked at me. When he walked into the room, it was the first time I noticed he had a slight limp. Declan said he was in the car when his wife drove it off the cliff; it wasn’t surprising he got hurt. 
 
    I went to stand up when he got too close for comfort; he gripped me by the shoulders and pushed me back down onto the sofa. 
 
    “No, no, no. I never said you could get up.” He clucked his tongue at me. 
 
    Fear bloomed in my heart; I didn’t want him anywhere near me. 
 
    “Her name was Dawson.” He pulled the picture from my hands and pointed to the woman who looked like me. 
 
    “I don’t remember much about her, other than your dad taking a strong interest.” 
 
    I began inching down the couch, attempting to move away from him. This time, he didn’t stop me. He waited until I stood and took two quick steps towards the doorway before speaking again. 
 
    “Your father raped her in my old barn. I guess you could say he got a little carried away, because…here you are.” 
 
    I turned back around and glared at him. 
 
    “My dad was not a—” 
 
    “That wasn’t the first time, sweetheart. He fucked up and let the girl get away. Your father is—sorry, was—a pathetic man. 
 
    “He’s dead?” I whispered. 
 
    “Ask Mason.” He shrugged, sitting the picture back where it came from. “It’s not my place to tell you.” 
 
    I turned around before he could see how badly his words were getting to me. Roy’s words swirled around my head. “You don’t know what kind of crazy motherfucker you’re dealing with.” 
 
    This family was sick; the games they played, the lives they took… 
 
    I just had just scratched the surface. 
 
    “I think you’re ready,” he commented, making his way back out of the room. 
 
    “Ready for what?” 
 
    “The truth.” 
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    When I got back to the room, it was empty. Undeterred, I went straight to the closet and swapped my pajamas for regular clothes and a pair of black flats. I heard the bedroom door shut and knew it was Mason. 
 
    “What are you doing?” 
 
    “I’m leaving,” I told him flatly. 
 
    “Oh.” He nodded. “And where are you going?” He crossed his arms and looked to me, waiting for an answer. 
 
    “I’m going home, Mason.” 
 
    He looked thoughtful for a minute before responding. “I don’t like the idea of you being home alone. I’m more comfortable knowing you’re safe and not doing anything rash.” 
 
    What? What the hell was he talking about? 
 
    “I’ve been alone half my life, Mason, and I’m sure my mom will be around. I haven’t seen her in…” 
 
    How long had I been with him? 
 
    “Katie, you’re not making any sense. My father slit your mother’s throat the day you were born. And you’ve never been alone; I’ve always been watching,” he explained innocently, as if I should have known this all along. 
 
    Blinking slowly, I turned to face him, grasping for a response. I didn’t know if he was twisting his words again or telling me a solid truth. 
 
    If the woman in that picture was my mother, and his father killed her, then it made sense why Glenda despised me. I was the result of her husband’s disgusting aversions. Knowing exactly where my train of thought went, he continued. 
 
    “Glenda wasn’t able to have kids after Annie. You were supposed to be a little boy, by the way. That’s the only reason she agreed to take you in as her own. But I’ve been inside you, so I think we can both agree that things didn’t work out.” 
 
    “No one will ever want you.” 
 
    “The real world would destroy you; you’re weak.” 
 
    “It’s your fault he’s gone.” 
 
    “You ruined my life.” 
 
    Glenda’s condescending voice echoed in my head. 
 
    My father did the devil’s dirty work and I assumed he had paid the price. Nothing was as it seemed this entire time. No, that wasn’t true. Mason was. He was always the one constant. 
 
    “I heard your conversation with my dad. Figured now was as good a time as any.” 
 
    “You mean, you finally grew a pair of balls?” 
 
    He started to full-out laugh. 
 
    “Katie, if you were wise, you would see I’ve been protecting you all along.” 
 
    I have seen it. I let him continue, biting my inner cheek to refrain from grinning like an idiot. 
 
    “I want to go home,” I repeated quietly. 
 
    “When we’re together, you are home. You want to go back to the woman who was going to kill you for money? 
 
    “Search for a father that used you as collateral for a debt? I own everything that was ever theirs.” His green eyes bored into mine and he stalked towards me. “I own you, and I will never forfeit that right, so get the fuck over it.” He stopped, staring me down. “You’re the perfect puppet. No matter how hard I pull on your strings, you don’t break.” 
 
    I stared up at him, trying to hold a poker face like he often did. 
 
    “You’re not leav—” 
 
    “You’re right,” I cut him off, stepping forward and wrapping my arms around his waist. He stiffened, his entire body going taut. “I’m not ever going to leave you, Mason.” I squeezed him as hard as I could, willing him to hold me back. I knew he was confused, probably thought I was trying to get one over on him—none of that was true. 
 
    I felt more emotion regarding him saying that than I did about all these revelations about my freakshow of a family. 
 
    After a solid minute, his arms came around me and I felt the air expand in my chest, able to breathe again. 
 
    “You’re learning fast, Katie-Kat.” 
 
    I smiled against his chest. Of course, it wouldn’t take him long to figure out what I’d done. It was his fault, really. I’d figured out a way to get what I wanted. 
 
    Poking the dragon always seemed to get me the answers he held back. His obsession was my greatest strength and his only weakness. Being in this house swiftly taught me I’d need to play his game and assimilate if I ever wanted to get anywhere with him. 
 
    At the end of the day, despite our drastically different approaches, we both wanted the same thing. After all this, I was finally starting to realize that.
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    I kissed his dimpled cheek and dropped my head to his sweaty chest, keeping our hands intertwined. 
 
    “I don’t know if I want to punish you for toying with me, or fuck you again for pulling it off.” He massaged my scalp with his free hand, comfortably leaving me sprawled out on top of him. 
 
    “Both,” I yawned, laughing when he slapped my ass. 
 
    “I’ll never get tired of hearing that laugh, seeing your smile.” 
 
    He kissed my head, unwinding our hands to lift me away from his flaccid cock. 
 
    “Does that mean you won’t make me cry anymore?” 
 
    “I’m always going to make you cry. Your tears make my dick hard.” 
 
    What a typical Mason thing to say. Shaking my head, I rolled onto my back and stared up at the ceiling. 
 
    “How long are you going to gloat?” he grumbled like a little kid. 
 
    “How long are you going to pout?” I asked back, smiling to let him know I was joking. I didn’t know what would make him snap or what wouldn’t, but I was learning. I’d keep learning. 
 
    “Who was the driver of the blue car?” 
 
    I looked over at him, waiting to see if he would spin me another riddle or not. 
 
    “Declan,” he openly confessed, giving me a boyish grin. 
 
    “I didn’t trust your mother—Glenda—not to hurt you, so I sent him to keep an eye on you.” 
 
    I would definitely be discussing how creepy that was once I saw him again, and telling him I didn’t appreciate almost being run over. 
 
    The change in Mason was almost mind boggling. I knew he could be gentle, and I knew he made my heart break and smile within seconds of the other, but I didn’t know he could ever be this relaxed. 
 
    How could he be that worried about me trying to leave him? Rejecting him? 
 
    He was the only thing I ever had that was good—the only thing I could call mine. 
 
    But…if we were ever going to get anywhere, I needed to know everything. 
 
    “The house in the woods was Annie’s,” he added after a minute. 
 
    I had already assumed that. I fully believed Mason wouldn’t touch another woman and hadn’t touched another woman since being with me. 
 
    “Can you take me to her?” 
 
    Silence. 
 
    “Mase,” I used his new nickname, “I need to see her.” 
 
    He was silent for a few minutes longer before finally agreeing. 
 
    “I’ll take you to her.” 
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    He was nervous about this. 
 
    No matter what I said, he had already decided in his mind that I would hate him for whatever he had done to her. 
 
    How bad could it be? 
 
    “She was never in the corridor,” I noted as he led me in the opposite direction. 
 
    “No, she wasn’t. I set you up to fail.” 
 
    “Mason, you’re such a romantic,” I deadpanned. 
 
    I think I actually preferred his twisted truths to his brutal upfront honesty. 
 
    “I’ll never be romantic, but I’ll always make you come. That has to count for something.” 
 
    We stopped outside a door at the opposite end of the house, and then we just stood there. 
 
    “Um…is it open?” 
 
    “Yeah.” A single word response, blunt and crisp. 
 
    Squeezing between him and the doorframe, I took a deep breath and turned the handle. 
 
    The room was empty—well, I suppose it was full if you counted everything dead inside of it. If I thought the room at his house was full of paintings and skulls, this was a whole other level. 
 
    They were everywhere. Disfigured corpses put back together in an array of water colors, pastels, and morbid artistry. 
 
    “Mason…” My voice trailed off as I approached the round table in the center of the room. 
 
    Two skulls sat side by side in the center, and behind the table was an easel with a portrait of Annie resting on it. 
 
    Her eyes were gone; her lips were sewn back to reveal a bloody set of teeth, and her chest was gouged open. 
 
    The painting itself was…gorgeous. It was unique and different, just like Mason. 
 
    “Are these Glenda and my dad?” I asked Mason without looking at him. 
 
    “The right skull is your father. The left is Glenda…it’s new,” he made sure I knew, still standing in the doorway. 
 
    I stared at it the picture and the skulls, feeling an odd sense of peace, like they had all gotten what they deserved. They were selfish people who did selfish things. 
 
    “Can I touch one?” I looked to Mason with my hand already halfway to Glenda’s skull. 
 
    “Be my guest.” He perked up, finally coming to stand beside me. 
 
    I didn’t hesitate to smooth a hand over the skull’s forehead, marveling at how soft the bone was. 
 
    “You’re not acting how I thought you would.” He ran a hand down my back, watching me examine the skulls. 
 
    “It’s just a picture, Mason. Why would I be mad?” 
 
    I had a gut feeling Annie was dead long ago, not to mention the fact that he’d hit the nail on the head the first time he brought up me trying to ‘save’ her. 
 
    “They were all you had; I can officially say my family is responsible for killing yours.” 
 
    I pulled my hand away from the skull and stepped to the side so I was in front of him, my back to his chest. 
 
    “They weren’t my family. You’re my family. You gave me a reason to want to live. They wouldn’t have cared if I died—you did.” 
 
    I looked over my shoulder at him with a shy smile. We never discussed feelings, but I wanted him to know how serious I was. The same hands that peeled skin from bone gave me a solace I had never known. 
 
    “Katie,” he more growled than said, pushing my front down onto the table, right over my daddy’s skull. Excitement coursed through my veins, desire going right between my legs. 
 
    “You’re everything to me. You’re living, breathing perfection.” He yanked my pants and underwear down in one harsh movement. 
 
    He spat and smeared the glob of saliva around my tight hole. 
 
    I curled my fingers around the edge of the table when he placed his dick between my ass cheeks, spreading my legs and crushing the skulls with my chest. 
 
    “Ready?” he breathed, his tip already pushing past my muscle’s resistance. 
 
    “No,” I whined, tears prickling in my eyes from the pain. I braced myself, knowing he would brutally take me anyway. Our bodies communicated with ease, saying everything we didn’t know how. Rough and painful, yet soothing and blissful—all things that defined our relationship. 
 
    He grabbed hold of my throat and pushed into my ass, thrusting past the tight sphincter. My scream turned into a hoarse cry at the end. His thrusts were gentle; he slowly moved his cock in and out of my ass, kissing down the side of my face and adding pressure to my neck. 
 
    “Touch yourself,” he commanded, pulling me back just enough so I could reach between my legs. 
 
    I did as he said, finding my clit in the midst of him pistoning his hips. 
 
    “Mason,” I moaned, encouraging him to move faster as pain and pleasure started mixing together. 
 
    He obliged without objection, fucking me so hard my ass began to bleed. The table slammed into the easel, sending Annie’s picture smashing to the floor. 
 
    “Fuck,” he cursed, tightening his grip on my throat. Black dots danced in front of my eyes, and my muscles began to contract around his cock. I couldn’t scream with him holding my throat; the sound that slipped out was more a squeal. 
 
    I came looking into my sister’s empty eye sockets, on top of my parents’ skulls. 
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    I finished washing the blood from my hands, and then began preparing a simple lunch. I’d been trying to perfect my craft of degloving for the past month. 
 
    My skulls were never as clean as Mason’s, but I was getting there. He was off helping Declan rearrange the Red Rooms, which I now knew were nothing but rooms they killed people in. 
 
    There was much more to it than that, of course. The Dahlia was a very special place—which is what led us to deciding to make it our permanent home. He and his family we were now revamping things. 
 
    I could never tell anyone what truly went on here for obvious reasons. My husband’s secrets were mine to protect. 
 
    I smiled to myself every time I looked down at the ring. We didn’t have a big wedding. It was small and intimate with a few of his—our—family members; therefore, it was perfect. 
 
    Grabbing the tray of sandwiches and water, I walked to the family room where Julian sat on the sofa, watching Psycho for the fiftieth time. He wasn’t amused when I pointed out his similarities to the film. 
 
    “Do you need anything else?” I asked him once I had the tray settled, taking a seat beside him. 
 
    “Are you going to start fucking crying again?” He took a sip of his water, smirking at the television. 
 
    I rolled my eyes. He and Mason were so alike. I’d taken over caring for him at his own request. I wanted to object, but I couldn’t. Mason hid it well, but I knew he was still worried about him. Even though he was obviously getting better. 
 
    We were as close as could be now. Turns out my father-in-law was a special man for a multitude of reasons. I shouldn’t have thought otherwise. After all, he raised Mason. 
 
    “I won’t cry,” I huffed. 
 
    “We can blame the hormones,” he teased. 
 
    I smiled at that, looking down at my obnoxiously huge bump. 
 
    I swear I got pregnant by Mason’s will power alone. What we were going to do with twins, lord knows. 
 
    Obviously, we weren’t going to be cookie-cutter parents, but our kids would grow up loved and well taken care of, so what else mattered? 
 
    When it came down to it, all we really wanted was a family and love. Sometimes, love was a tragedy. It had the power to set your soul on fire, but for a love like ours, I’d happily let it burn. 
 
    The pain made it real. That’s what was between me and Mason; I wouldn’t trade him for anything. I had come to accept what I could never change. He was never going to let me go, and I no longer wanted to leave. 
 
    Mason Andreou was the home I never had. 
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    I sliced the man’s neck open and stepped back. I’d hung him upside down so he’d bleed out faster. 
 
    He gurgled and his body convulsed as his life poured down onto the floor. 
 
    “Why don’t you go get cleaned up, Papa? I’ll finish this,” Declan grinned, walking into the room. 
 
    I hid my grin behind a glare. 
 
    He could tease me as much as he wanted; the woman who had my heart in her hands—and occasionally my balls in her pocket—was carrying my twins. 
 
    “You sure you can handle this?” 
 
    “Please, I’m better at this than you.” 
 
    I scoffed and headed for the door, leaving him to finish the man hanging from the meat hook, and his wife, who we had tied to the chair. 
 
    I nodded to Ethan as I headed down the corridor and back to the main hall. He was one of our rare childhood friends, something more for my cousin. His family had deep ties with ours. 
 
    He’d come back to town to attend my wedding and had been around ever since, helping renovate the Dahlia. That was fine with me. I liked him for Declan. Their story would be interesting, to say the least. 
 
    Before entering my bedroom, I paused to take in the scene. Katie sat on the bed with a magazine in her lap; Max was sleeping peacefully near her feet. 
 
    She sensed me as she always did and looked over with a smile. 
 
    Everything we had gone through, and everything we would go through, was all worth it for this. 
 
    She was the catalyst of new beginnings for the Andreou family, a reason to rebuild our legacy. 
 
    I would never let her go. She was part of me from now, and long after we were both in the ground. 
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