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    In Riverview, there's a place known as Devil’s Peak, a beautiful canyon that has tiny slivers of streams running across its dusted floor. 
 
    It’s where I discovered that madness and insanity tended to go hand in hand. 
 
    I met him there that day—unintentionally. 
 
    Of course, I didn’t know then what hid behind his mischievous smile. I never knew a monster lurked beneath his beautiful façade. 
 
    The signs were all there, though, and I couldn’t tell you why I chose to ignore them. He was a wolf in wolves clothing, and I just so happened to be a lost little lamb. 
 
    I think that’s what brought us together. 
 
    I know it’s what tore us apart. 
 
    Looking back, though, I wouldn’t change a thing. Not our beginning, and especially not the ending, because where we ended is really where our story began. 
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    I’d waited too late in the day to go for my run but sitting in the house had made me restless. The knife I had hidden underneath the bathroom sink kept whispering my name, and if I didn't leave, I would end up playing in a puddle of my blood. Just thinking about the serrated blade splitting open my flesh and the blissful intoxication that came with it, the endorphins that would flood through my brain and urge me to continue, made me giddy. 
 
    I pulled a deep breath of air into my lungs and let it slowly expel. I jogged for this reason alone. I needed a distraction from my mind and being outside always seemed to help, even if it was just for a little while. Especially when I got to see the canyons. Being around them brought a sense of peace. 
 
    With Banks blaring through my earbuds I couldn’t hear my runners kissing the asphalt, but as I made a rash decision to dart to the other side of the street without checking behind me, the sound of screeching tires  
 
    I screamed, picking up speed to get myself out of the way. A large muscle car skid to a stop a few feet ahead, the clean exterior now covered in a light sheen of dust. I pulled my earphones out in time to hear a slew of expletives pour from the driver. 
 
    Bringing a shaky hand to my chest, I cast a nervous glance at the classic car, and then turned away. The smell of burnt rubber lingered in the humid air and I knew without a doubt that I’d unintentionally pissed off the person behind the wheel. 
 
    My muscles coiled as the engine revved and tires spun. 
 
    With a speed that had dust particles rising back into the air, the car zipped passed me just so the driver could cut me off.  
 
    "What the fuck are you doing?" A man opened the driver door and got out. He had sunglasses on obscuring his eyes, but I could feel them burning holes into me. I scanned him over from head to toe and my mind flashed with instant recognition.  
 
    "I’m sorry, I didn’t see you.” 
 
    "You’re lucky I’m in a good mood today, otherwise I wouldn't have changed course," he stated flippantly. 
 
    "Then you’re an asshole." I glared at him and walked past the trunk, feeling his gaze follow me. 
 
    "Morgana," said his deep voice with a swooning amount of sultriness. The amusement in his tone, now that he realized who I was, irritated me. 
 
    "Great," I muttered, turning to face him. Of all the people I could encounter on a barren country road, it had to be Julian Andreou. 
 
    The sunglasses on his face may have prevented me from seeing his eyes, but they didn't hide his prominent jawline, slight stubble, or the dark eyebrow he had raised at me. 
 
    "I was distracted too." He gave me a smile that had deep dimples appearing on his cheeks. Like water on a flame, my anger was immediately doused.  
 
    "Is that your apology for almost killing me?"  
 
    He chucked and adjusted his stance, so he was standing at his full height, one hand lazily propped on top of his car door.  
 
    I frowned up at him, and my reflection peeked back at me in his aviators. God, I looked a hot mess. Strands of balayage brunette hair had escaped my fishtail braid, and perspiration coated my skin. 
 
    He reached up and removed his sunglasses, allowing the full intensity of his gaze to meet mine.  
 
    His green hues were laser focused on my person, causing my stomach to dip for an entirely different reason.  
 
    Julian was a gorgeous, immaculately groomed man. 
 
    He was also aware of that. His ego did not need any more strokes, so I made a conscious effort to act indifferent. Cognizant that I was only wearing a sports bra and tiny yoga shorts, I wrapped my arms around my middle as if they were a shield. 
 
    "I think you’re the one who owes me an apology considering that I was distracted by staring at you. Something I've been doing for close to a year now." He enunciated each word slowly, dragging his burning gaze up and down my body.  
 
    "Goodbye, Julian." Shaking my head, I turned on my heel and continued walking. Seconds later a door slammed shut and he pulled off. 
 
    I couldn't hide my amused smile when his car pulled up beside me, moving forward at a snail's pace. 
 
    "Get in, I'll take you home," his smooth baritone voice called softly. 
 
    I wanted to say yes, but the rumors about his family swirled around in my head causing me to hesitate. 
 
    Glancing over at him, I quickly looked away when my cheeks heated in shame as I realized what I was doing. I was judging him, just like everyone in town did me. 
 
    The people who knew the least about you always had the most to say. In Riverview, gossip spread faster than wildfires. The townspeople took a truth, twisted it, and let it run wild with lies. Just last week a girl gave a boy a small kiss on the cheek, that trivial incident was spun into a story about her giving blowjobs in church.  
 
    It was a quaint town, which wasn't necessarily a bad thing, unless you were someone like me. A girl who had been affixed with a crazy label.  
 
    "Come on, Morgana. I only want to take you home." His words were saturated with double meaning. I glanced over again expecting to see his cocky signature smirk, but all he gave me was a genial smile. 
 
    I bit my inner cheek and pulled my cell from my pocket to cut off my music, considering the offer. My desire to jog was officially gone and home was still thirty minutes away. 
 
    Everyone around me trusted Julian and his family. I wasn’t sure if that was because his family owned this town or if it was him genuinely being a decent person. Either way, I tried to think of a reason why I shouldn’t and couldn’t come up with one right then. Maybe it was the heat. 
 
    I lifted my shoulders in a small shrug and nodded. “Okay.” 
 
    His car came to an abrupt halt before the two-syllable word finished rolling off my tongue. He got back out and came around to open the passenger door for me.  
 
    Our eyes met briefly before I diverted my attention to the road. Brushing past him, I slid into the passenger seat, settling myself against the cool leather.  
 
    He returned to the driver’s side and shut the door. I almost changed my mind, but as if he could sense me about to do just that he hit the gas and the car lurched forward. 
 
    As scenery of fields and cows flew by, I wondered what would have happened if I’d never gotten in the car. 
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    Julian kept his eyes trained on the road, glancing at me every few minutes. The sleeves of his navy dress shirt were rolled up, revealing the sun-kissed skin underneath.  
 
    Based on the condition of his hands, smooth but not without wear and tear, I knew he wasn’t afraid to do manual labor, to get his hands dirty. Something about that made him so much sexier. 
 
    Aware that I had been staring longer than socially acceptable, I turned my head and looked straight ahead. 
 
    Being in a small space with him, breathing in his cologne, had a dizzying effect. Ugh, I felt like a horny teenage girl. Thankfully he reached out and turned up the AC. Cold air circulated, giving my heated skin a reprieve and cooling my dirty thoughts. 
 
    "You've been here three years now, Morgana?" He pulled engaged me with a random question. 
 
    "Um, almost four. Why?" 
 
    "No reason,” he replied, not saying anything else for a few minutes, looking deep in thought. As discreetly as possible, I watched him from the corner of my eye.  
 
    Julian wasn't a stranger, not in the typical sense. If he was, I wouldn't have gotten in the car with him. I may have been naive at times, but I was never downright stupid. The Andreous owned Riverview. Julian's father, Gareth, was from generations of old money.  
 
    My dad was new money and had somehow landed on Gareth's radar a few years ago, resulting in our small family of five relocating to Riverview almost two years ago now. 
 
    I never asked what my dad's work entailed, opting to leave my head in the clouds. I knew it had something to do with finance and accounting, the way they made dirty money clean. It was probably the only legal thing about the Andreous. That, in itself, said everything.  
 
    They weren't a Mafia family, and I wouldn't consider them a branch of organized crime. They were rumored to have a madness that ran in their blood. Whack jobs that dabbled in everything from real estate to the kind of stuff no one dared speak about.  
 
    I had never gone digging to find out how true the latter was. I was a firm believer that if you went searching for trouble, you would almost always find it. 
 
    “You’re awfully quiet,” Julian noted, pulling my full attention back to him. 
 
    “Honestly, I’m not sure what to talk about.” 
 
    "Well, how do you like it here?" 
 
    “Uh.” I cleared my throat and adjusted how I was sitting. "Coming here...changed things." I knew my cryptic answer wasn't enough to hide the actual meaning behind my words. 
 
    "Penny leaving had nothing to do with you, Morgana." 
 
    I nodded as if I agreed, but I found that hard to believe. Things had gotten weird a few weeks before my sister disappeared. She left a note saying she was leaving, and that was it. Her car had been traded in for a Civic a few miles outside of town, and that was where the trail supposedly went cold. 
 
    It was the randomness of the act that bothered me the most. Penny had it good in Riverview: friends, a job, and a few boyfriends. Her decision to suddenly go had never made any sense. And then to not tell me on top of that? We were close, or so I thought. I still wore the half-heart necklace she had bought for me. She wore the other half, always. She’d been my best-friend. Speaking about her wasn’t easy. 
 
    Julian let silence settle between us, continuing to drive towards my house. 
 
    As we moved away from the empty backroads towards civilization, he stopped at a four-way intersection the same time a familiar silver van did. The moment I saw who was inside of it I wanted to sink down and make myself invisible. 
 
    I could picture Ms. Klimm’s dachshund secured in the passenger seat and being forced to listen to her judging anyone and everyone she saw. She was more than likely on her to that evenings mass, and knowing she saw us, would have a love story for the ages fabricated by the time she got there. That or I’d be the new town harlot. 
 
    “Are you ashamed to be seen with me?” Julian asked once we cleared the intersection. There was something in his tone that gave me pause. Agitation maybe? 
 
    “Of course not, but you know how rumors spreads around here. Do you really want the gossipers saying you’re with me of all people?” 
 
    “You of all people. What does that mean exactly?” 
 
    I was overcome with the sudden urge to chew my lower lip or nails. It was a tick, an annoying reaction I had anytime I got nervous or anxious. Julian made me both for too many reasons to list. He was the epitome of intensity. His attractiveness only made it worse. Every time we had been alone together, we were never truly by ourselves. We’d always been in a room full of people at some type of function or another. 
 
    Opting to gnaw on my inner cheek instead, I took a few seconds to form a response. “I just—it’s nothing. You didn’t have to give me a ride.” 
 
    "I'm aware of what I don't have to do. Stop deflecting from the question." 
 
    “I’m not, it just isn’t a big deal.” 
 
    “Then tell me why you said it.” 
 
    “You know why.” I crossed my arms tightly over my chest and made a point to stare out the window, a rigid grimace contorting my lips. Why did he want me to say it out loud? It wasn’t any secret what people said about me.  
 
    The whispers that found their way to my ears were just as harsh as the people whose judgement formed them.  
 
    Cutter. Sick. Insane. Weird. Depressed. I’d heard different variations of those words every time I was alone in public. Only my parents and Penny seemed to make the lingering stares find something else to focus on. 
 
    Maybe that was why she left. The stigma that came attached to me had become too much for her to handle. Feeling my eyes began to burn, I blinked furiously to prevent any tears from falling. If there was one thing Julian couldn't stand, it was women being emotional. I'd seen up close how uncomfortable they made him. Not to mention how absolutely mortifying it would be to cry in front of him. 
 
    “Shit.” He slowed the car to a near stop and reached across me to open the glove box, pulling out a small package of tissues. Four colorful rubbers fell out after them. “I didn’t mean to upset you. Here.” 
 
    "You didn’t…but thanks." I cleared my throat and took the Kleenex, feeling childishly embarrassed at seeing his condom stash.  
 
    At least he's protecting himself.  
 
    I scooped them up and dropped the foil packets back into his glove box. "Shouldn't you carry those in your pocket?" I asked, swiping at my eyes. 
 
    "Why would I do that?" 
 
    "So, you're...prepared." 
 
    "My dick being hard is me prepared." 
 
    I couldn’t suppress my laughter, looking maniacal I’m sure with tears threatening to spill down my face. It was slightly easier to relax after that. He didn’t push anymore, and we slipped into a somewhat comfortable silence. 
 
    [image: A close up of a tree  Description automatically generated] 
 
    It wasn’t until he made the turn that would take him to Ocean Avenue, the street where my house sat, that Julian spoke again. 
 
    “Do you have a phone on you?” 
 
    I glanced at him from my peripheral. “No. I left it on my bed.” 
 
    His fingers flexed around the steering wheel. “Then how did you plan on getting home?” 
 
    "The same way I would have if you didn't almost run me over." 
 
    He looked at me with a frown marring his face, unimpressed with my sarcasm. " Is this a habit of yours? Wandering off alone so close to sunset?" 
 
    "Do I usually jeopardize my life by running in front of traffic so that I can spend the day with an extremely attractive man? Not normally, no.” 
 
    His lips twitched as he fought a smile and lost. "You think I'm extremely attractive?" 
 
    I blinked at him. Was he fucking with me? A man as arrogant as Julian had to know the effect his looks had on other people. 
 
    “That isn’t exactly a secret,” I murmured. 
 
    "This town has a lot of secrets, Doll-face. You shouldn’t let your guard down for just anyone. You don't know who’s safe and who isn't." 
 
    I angled my body towards his and stared. What had I said to warrant this response? Why did he even say that? "What about you? Are you...safe?" 
 
    "Tell me how you define safe." 
 
    He pulled past a row of houses that had their porch lights on. Their hazy glow illuminated the inside of the car. My eyes swept over his physique, drinking in the outline of his toned body. I bit my lip and refrained from fanning myself like a hussy. 
 
    Without so much as a glance in my direction, he pulled to the curb in front of my Dutch Colonial and stated casually, "You shouldn't look at me like that." 
 
    "Like what?" 
 
    "Like you want to fuck me,” he answered smoothly. 
 
    "I don't want to fuck you. Release some of the air in your head, Jules," I huffed and re-crossed my arms. 
 
    "No? I think you realize that you wouldn't be able to handle me." He finally glanced over, giving me an ornery smile. 
 
    "How many times have I heard that before?" 
 
    "The correct answer would be zero." His voice went flat. 
 
    I remained quiet. One minute he was playful, the next he wasn’t. I didn’t know him well enough to assume why. The notion that it was because he wanted me was asinine. If anything, I was probably some type of a challenge on his end, and dominant men loved challenges. 
 
    "Have dinner with me." 
 
    "Julian." His name spilled from my mouth on a sigh and my eyes rolled. He posed this as a statement not a question. 
 
    “What’s the issue? You just said you find me extremely attractive and deny all you want but I see the way you look at me, Morgana. The way you’ve always looked at me.” 
 
    This conversation—this entire car ride had been teetering on the brink of awkward and uncomfortable. For me at least. He was right, I didn’t know how to handle him. 
 
    When I didn’t say anything, he nodded to himself as if confirming something and shifted his car into park. "I'll ask you again on a different day." His voice was full of pure determination. I was beginning to think I was wrong about the conclusion I’d made just a few minutes ago. 
 
    He climbed out and came around to open my door, standing by patiently as I did the same. I quietly bypassed him, making brief eye contact. The front door swung open, garnering my full attention. Before I completely moved away, he spoke loud enough for my ears only. 
 
    “Keep running if you want to; I have good stamina. What you should worry about is what happens when I catch you." 
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    My brothers looked at the manila folder I had placed in front of them, momentarily silent and unbelieving. 
 
    "You came up with all this during a car ride?" Porter's blue eyes flickered up and met mine. 
 
    "What do you think?" I leaned forward, resting my elbows on the oak desk in front of me. 
 
    "This is brilliant. You're a genius," Luca grinned. 
 
    "There are still some kinks to work out, but my father, Gareth, was ecstatic." Having him on board with my plan was a bonus, but I would have moved forward regardless. I was tired of waiting for what should have been mine. 
 
    "You're really doing this?" Isabelle asked. 
 
    "We're doing this," Porter corrected her. 
 
    "Julian, I think Morgana might be crazier than you are." Belle moved to the side so she could see my face. As if that would influence a decision I had already made. 
 
    "I highly doubt that. She's lived here a while now and hasn't had any incidents," Luca pointed out. Though he didn't need to. Morgana may have had some issues, but where Belle fucked up was that my family wasn't crazy. It was almost insulting to be referred to as such. There just happened to be a potent strain of madness that ran in our blood. Nothing we couldn’t keep under control. 
 
    "Her file is sitting right in front of your face. I know you've talked about this before, but not with any real consignment," Belle continued with a whine. 
 
    The sound made me want to drive my precision scissors into her goddamn face.  
 
    She was one of few women we allowed to question us, but this was her jealousy speaking, and it was pushing a patience button I didn't have. 
 
    "We need to do this right if it’s going to work." I ignored Belle and got right to the logistics. 
 
    "I'm in," Luca said, giving me a shit-eating grin.  
 
    "I was in the second you said her name." Porter crossed his legs and glanced at Belle, letting her know she didn’t have the option of declining. 
 
    "Okay. Then what are we going to do with her?" She pointed to the brown-haired woman in the corner of my office. My latest acquisition. Her bruises were starting to fade, and dried blood was encrusted around the flesh wounds that were trying to heal.  
 
    She had eye-fucked me the second she saw me at Cleo's, the bar Luca and I frequented.  
 
    Poor girl didn't know she was inviting a monster into bed. I should have killed her by now, but I knew we could get one more round out of her…or use her for a show. 
 
    "I know what we can do with her." Luca stood from his chair and went towards the leather sofa.  
 
    Leah watched him approach, a weary expression on her taut face, her blue eyes wide. I had broken her a few days ago, but she was still worth something since she was still breathing. Not much excitement left to her, though. 
 
    I would love to find a woman who challenged me and fought back. They all tried. The longest one had held out was four months. She was rotting away somewhere in a septic tank, but it had been fun while it lasted. 
 
    I listened to Luca tell me his plan and stared at the picture of Morgana in front of me…her full lips, flawless caramel skin, and her long, silky hair, the color of milk chocolate with toffee highlights. Her skin had a lingering scent of warm vanilla sugar. I could still smell it in my car and craved to have it all over my bed sheets. 
 
    I’d begun to wonder if she thought that this was some sort of cruel joke on my behalf. Could she really be that naïve when it came to what I wanted?  
 
    Well, when I considered who she was I supposed that made sense. I’d been giving subtle hints for quite a while now, which wasn’t my usual M.O. The only reason I took a brief hiatus in my pursuit was for her safety. I had to take a step back to stop myself from crushing her throat with my bare hands and then dumping her body in a river. 
 
    No one rejected me. Usually, my bedroom voice and blessedly good looks were enough to spread legs on the first date. We would have our fun, and then I would let them go—straight into the ground, a lake, or an incinerator. It didn't matter. When a heart stopped beating, it no longer held any meaning.  
 
    What made her think she was so special? Well, fuck me, she was special. The instant her father 'introduced' us, and her round eyes looked up at me, she was mine. 
 
    But everyone had a place on my game board, and she was no exception to the rule. I was not the type of man who would rethink all my decisions because of a beautiful face and a tight pussy. 
 
    A doorbell resounded in the room, jarring me from my thoughts and alerting me that the night's spectators had begun to arrive. 
 
    "Let's see how our newest recruits do tonight." Retrieving my remote from the top desk drawer, I turned on the large flat screens hanging on the far office wall and settled in to enjoy the show. 
 
    One screen showed the new moderator, Zach, escorting the patrons to the showroom located in the back of the Chateau. The other showed Isaiah prepping the Red Room. 
 
    "Where did you find him again?" Porter asked, watching Isaiah move with quick efficiency, setting up the camera and organizing tools. 
 
    "He was pretending to be asleep in the park and tried to rob me,” I answered, not taking my eyes off the screen. 
 
    "And you took him out the kindness of your usually cold heart?" Belle scoffed. I reached back and tugged her around to my front, forcing her to her knees. She moved her hands to my zipper, sliding it down and taking out my flaccid cock. 
 
    My brothers didn't bat an eyelid, not caring and too focused on the woman being dragged into the Red Room. 
 
    Luca had brought the skinny blonde back two weeks ago. Our time was limited at the moment, and she wasn't making any progress in her training. That meant I couldn't sell her, and if I couldn't sell her, she was taking up valuable space.  
 
    She was dragged to the modified exam table by the root of her hair and began to restrain her. The gag in her mouth prevented us from hearing whatever she was trying to say. Begging, no doubt, pleading for the life she knew she was about to lose.  
 
    The boys finished setting up and exited the room, flipping a switch that dimmed the fluorescent light to a faint red on their way out.  
 
    Glancing at the other screen, I saw Zach had almost all fifteen patrons seated and was taking his place near the chat screen. 
 
    Considering they had all paid a nice four grand to be here tonight, it was a definite profit for the Chateau. Giddy, excited whispers filtered into my office from the television's speakers until Phillip entering the Red Room had all conversation lowering to a near mute level.  
 
    He had on his usual attire: a wolf mask and plastic coverings. Not only was Phillip one of our highest rated 'butchers,' but he also owned half of Chateau Dahlia. There were three original founding families; Dahlia had never, and would never, belong to anyone outside our inner circle. Sacred, private, and morbidly intimate, it was a place to have your dirtiest, most depraved fantasies brought to life.  
 
    For a price, of course. 
 
    Phillip put on his voice modifier, and then his specially made gloves. They weren't necessary, but it was one more precaution he took to keep his identity hidden.  
 
    He removed the gag from the blonde woman’s mouth and walked to the metal table to get his scalpel. I had seen him do this so many times, I could narrate the scene with my eyes closed. 
 
    "Please don't hurt me," the woman began to beg as soon as she was able to speak openly. Her voice scratched across my nerves like nails on a chalkboard. I could almost hear her dry lips crack as her mouth moved. 
 
    Phillip ignored her, unaffected by her pleas. One time, he told me he had a permanent soundtrack in his mind. His torture was coordinated with whatever beat was in his head.  
 
    He returned to the blonde and cut the cotton underwear off her body with two quick swipes of the scalpel, dragging it along her skin in the process. Sharp metal met soft flesh and created a beautiful river of red. 
 
    Her cries of pain reverberated in the room but did nothing for me as they once would have. I’d been so bored lately. The shows were simply business transactions these days. 
 
    Nevertheless, as Belle stroked my cock trying to coax it to life, I kept my eyes on the screen, watching rivers of blood run down the blonde's creamy thighs. Her bra was cut off next, exposing her small, perky breasts. Commands began to drift across the screen, all the things the viewers wanted to witness in green text. 
 
    Phillip glanced at the screen he had in the room with him, trying to choose a prompt to start with. When he decided on one, he moved to the end of the table where the blonde's legs were restrained in stirrups and spread them as far as they would go. Her labia was hidden beneath a mound of curly pubic hair.  
 
    Phillip started at her right ankle, dragging the scalpel back up in slow motion, stopping at her lips. Her screams rang out, begging him to stop. The skin on her legs was split open on both sides as she choked on sobs; her sandpaper voice was starting to give me a headache.  
 
    Belle slipped my cock into her mouth, taking it all the way in, coming up, and repeating the motion as Phillip raised a hand for the camera; showing that the chain-mail material of his glove was covered in blood.  
 
    Taking the scalpel that I was suddenly envious of, he began to flay the blonde's most private area, curving the handle and swirling it around as if he were a fucking artist. He dug the blade into the tender mound of her pussy, switching hands on the forty-eighth jab. 
 
    Satisfied whispers could be heard from the showroom. I didn't think it was possible to hear the woman scream louder, but she did. I wished I were the one wielding the surgical knife. So many ideas circled in my head. Remove her clit, fuck her with the knife, and taste her.  
 
    There was so much blood between the blonde's legs that it was impossible to see anything but the dark liquid coating the table and dripping onto the concrete floor. 
 
     Her screams trickled off slowly, the pain making her shut down. Phillip wiped his scalpel on his overalls and went to get the smelling salts. 
 
    Just as I was starting to get hard, my phone began to ring. My finger went to hit ignore, and then I saw the name. Grabbing the remote and shoving Belle off me, I turned the volume down on the television and answered. 
 
    "Morgana.” 
 
    "Uh...is this a bad time?" 
 
    She must have heard the huskiness in my voice.  
 
    "I'll always have time for you." I told her truthfully. Belle glared up at me. Without giving her the chance to open her fucking mouth and say something incriminating, I wrapped my hand around her throat. Morgana laughed in my ear, oblivious to what was happening on my end of the line.  
 
    "I wanted to say thank you for the other day. You didn’t have to go out of your way to do that." 
 
    "Julian?" She called my name when I didn't answer. My eyes had gone back to the screen, where Phillip was smearing the blonde’s blood around her mouth and unbuckling his pants. 
 
    "You can thank me by coming for dinner.” I let the double meaning carry clearly.  
 
    Belle clawed at my arms, her eyes watering. I squeezed harder. She knew better. 
 
    "Jules, seriously?” Morgana sighed. 
 
    The first thing my brain registered was that she called me Jules for the second time. This pleased me. This was progress. 
 
    "Have dinner with me." 
 
    There was a pause on her end of the line. I could almost hear her trying to think of an objection. 
 
    "Fine, if you let me drive your car." She sounded smug, thinking I would give in. Luca gestured to the folder on my desk, saying everything without saying anything. 
 
    It was too soon. We were not ready yet. 
 
    "I'll take an I-owe-you." Before she could object, I hung up and watched Belle pass out. She would get over it. I let her slump to the floor, keeping my eyes glued to the screen, watching Philip fuck the dying blonde.  
 
    A fantasy began to take shape, one where it wasn't Philip in the room in front of the camera. The woman in the chair was Morgana, and the man wielding the scalpel was me.  
 
    I couldn’t recall the last time I had been so excited. 
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    I shut the door softly.  
 
    I didn't want to alert my father and whoever his guests were that I was just getting home. You would think I was a sixteen-year-old girl who’d just snuck out for a night of raving, not a twenty-one-year-old young adult. 
 
    The grandfather clock in the foyer let me know it was a quarter past midnight. Though I was no longer a child, I normally avoided disrespecting my parents by coming home at all hours of the night.  
 
    Had it been up to me I’d have gotten in hours ago. Slipping my peep toe heels off, I crept towards the stairs. Halfway up, the floorboard that had been giving me away since we moved here decided to do it once again. 
 
    Shit. The low voices I had heard just seconds before ceased. 
 
    "Morgana?" my father called out; concern evident in his tone. 
 
    If luck was on my side, I could skip the rest of the stairs two at a time and race to my room. 
 
    "Morgana," he called out again with authority. 
 
     Damn. So much for that. With a soft sigh, my feet carried me back down the steps, towards the formal den. It was the only room in the colonial, aside from my mother's home office, that my parents allowed company. 
 
    My father stepped out into the hall, a look of displeasure settling on his face when he saw what I was wearing. He, of course, was in a suit. 
 
    "You needed something?" I cut off whatever he had been about to say, getting straight to the point. 
 
    Hopefully, he would skip the lecture tonight. 
 
    "There's someone I want you to meet." 
 
    "At one in the morning?" Under any other circumstance I would go along with what he wanted, but this was more than likely another attempt at getting me to take an interest in one of his business partners. 
 
    Thank god the days of betrothals were long gone. Otherwise, he would have chosen my future husband for me years ago. Or, he would have tried. My mother would never go for that. 
 
    "When is a better time than now?" 
 
    "Maybe when I'm drunk enough not to care what they look like." I tried to be sarcastic and failed. His signature scowl slid back into place. 
 
    "I hope I'm not that repulsive," said a familiar voice with a tiny trace of raspiness, causing the hairs on the back of my neck to rise. The fragranced notes of his expensive cologne tickled my nose as he approached.  
 
    Pale green eyes surrounded by lighter shades of blue, set beneath thick black eyelashes, looked back into my round, olive ones.  
 
    "Why are you here so late?" I questioned.  
 
    His thick brows furrowed before an unrestrained smile spread across his face, deepening his dimples and causing his tan skin to crinkle around his eyes. Those damn dimples were my kryptonite. 
 
    From the tailored black on black suit, the dark hair tamed into a sleek but messy style, and the white gold Zenith watch on his right wrist, he screamed money. 
 
    I hadn't seen him in nearly a month, and the last time I had was at a gala dinner where he had a voluptuous blonde-haired woman on his arm. Julian regarded me with open curiosity, and I did the same to him. 
 
    My father cleared his throat, his scowl now a smug smile. I gave him a dirty look. Julian was admittedly sex on two legs, but I wasn't interested in him that way. At least, that's what I'd been telling myself. 
 
    I didn't want to be set up with anyone my parents dealt with. It was a colossal error to mix business with pleasure. Looking at the man in front of me, I knew he was extremely skilled at both.  
 
    Julian wasn't a man you crawled into bed with and expected cuddles from afterward. This was a man you let fuck you every way imaginable. Then, you went home, unable to sit down without thinking about all the dirty things you’d allowed him to do to you. 
 
    If it weren't for him being linked to my parents, I wouldn't have minded getting acquainted with the body beneath his suit. I thought about it often. Touching every horizontal ridge on his stomach, finding out how good he tasted, dropping to my knees to get up close and personal with the cock I fantasized about. 
 
    "Can you give us a minute?" Julian glanced at my father who to my surprise, quickly agreed and went back into the den. 
 
    "Julian, what are you doing?" Groaning, I crossed my arms over my chest, giving him a sharp look when he continued to stare. 
 
    "You suddenly have a problem with men staring at your breasts, yet they've been on display all night."  
 
    "That's a moot argument. They're not much to look at. I’m sure that isn’t why you’re here, though.” 
 
    Julian contemplated me, a slow, lazy smile spreading across his face. "What if I was here for you?” 
 
    My lips flattened into a straight line. "Look, I don't know what you want from me. If it's a conquest you're after, I'm not that girl." I didn't believe the bullshit coming out of my mouth. My underwear was soaked the second I inhaled his cologne. This attraction had a magnetic feel to it, constantly pulling me towards him no matter how hard I tried to resist it. 
 
    The problem wasn’t him. It was me. Everything he said was right, but the person he was saying them to was wrong. As if he could read my mind, his smile was replaced with a dark scowl.  
 
    "All I want is to have dinner. If I only wanted to fuck you, I'd simply lift your dress up, put you against the wall, wrap those sexy legs around me, and bury my cock in you right now."  
 
    My mouth opened and closed but nothing came out. I couldn't believe he just said that with my father a few feet away. Embarrassment sent heat rushing to my cheeks. 
 
    "It's late, Julian. I'm going to bed." Before he could say anything else, I was quickly making my way down the hall and upstairs, this time skipping the steps. I rushed into my room and shut the door, dropping my head to the cool wood. My heart danced to an offbeat rhythm, skin felt flushed and tight.  
 
    Pushing away from the door I began to pace my bedroom, unsettled, unnerved, and itching to do something. Every time I left the confines of my room, it forced me to adopt a temporary visage of normalcy.  
 
    The devil masquerading in front of me wasn't helping my mental state. I was almost positive he knew about the issues I tried to hide. I couldn’t fathom why he was so persistant. There was no way I could ever let anything serious happen between us. Julian was like a tropical storm. Beautiful from afar, disastrous and deadly up close. 
 
    Noticing my bathroom door was open, my palms began to sweat. I pulled my bottom lip between my teeth. I didn’t remember leaving the cabinet beneath the bathroom sink open, but it didn’t matter right then. There was a chopping knife hidden between a bundle of towels. 
 
    I imagined wrapping my fingers around its bright red handle. The hard tip piercing my skin. I took a step forward fully intending to find my high, but then my phone pinged. The moment was ruined, shame washed over me like a tidalwave.  
 
    I shoved thoughts of the knife back into the dark depths of my mind. With shaky hands I pulled my dress over my head, and then went straight to my bed. Once under the covers, I grabbed my smartphone from the nightstand and swiped down. 
 
    There were only a few notifications, most of them emails. I tended to leave the phone behind most of the time since unless I had a reason to carry a purse. My newest alert had come in just minutes ago. 
 
     A text message, which for some people may have been a regular thing but not too many had my number. I swiped down, and wasn’t all that suprised to see it was from Julian. 
 
    Jules: I can be everything you need. Just say the word.  
 
    No, no he couldn’t. I stared at the screen until it dimmed trying to figure out how I could word that in a response. I don't know what his message was supposed to accomplish. All it did was remind me why we couldn't ever be together. Even if my body was begging me to throw myself at his mercy. I was already a mess. My head and my heart couldn't handle a man like him. 
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    My father's irritation hung in the air between us.  
 
    Making myself a cup of coffee and some toast, I did my best to ignore his sour mood. I did not want to get into an argument with him at nine in the morning. 
 
    "Morgana, I don't understand you sometimes." 
 
    "What are you trying to understand me?" Forcing a smile, I brought my coffee cup to my mouth and sipped. 
 
    "Julian Andreou wants to date you, and you're running away." Almost choking on the mocha flavored liquid, I played off my surprise by taking another sip. Julian must have had a chat with him after I went upstairs because this was the first time he’d ever brought this up. 
 
    "Is that what he was doing here?" Taking a bite of my peanut butter toast, I patiently waited for him to answer, ignoring the pounding in my head. 
 
    "You know how things got after your sister left. Your mother and I just want you to be happy. That man can give you whatever you desire." Oh, if he only knew the things his little girl wanted.  
 
    His dark brown eyes grew vacant for a moment, but he shook it off and went to the cabinet. After retrieving my pills, he sat them in front of me with a pointed look. 
 
    "You know you're not supposed to drink," he chastised me softly. 
 
    I blinked at him, a little taken aback he knew that I had. "I know. I'm sorry...it was only a little."  
 
    Feeling like a scolded child, I popped the pills in my mouth and focused on my mug. He mumbled something under his breath and looked out the back window. He seemed so lost, now, the void of my sister eating away at him. Penny has been his favorite. I was okay with that,understood it even. And it pained me to see him and my mother hurting. 
 
    "Dad, why him?" I asked, wanting to distract him. 
 
    He looked away from the window, smoothing his checkered tie down using all three of the disfigured fingers he had on his left hand. It was a horrid piece of silk fabric, but I didn't tell him that. My father had always been a bit eccentric when it came to fashion. 
 
    “Why not him?” 
 
    "You know I'm not normal." The reflection staring back at me in murky brown liquid showed otherwise, but it was the inside of me that wasn't normal, the parts invisible to outsiders.  
 
    My father's sharp inhalation brought my attention back to him. 
 
    "That’s the problem, Morgana. You are such a beautiful, strong young woman. I have all the confidence in the world in you...but you won't let yourself be happy." He paused, running a hand through his dark silver hair. 
 
    "We just don't want you to be alone, sweetheart. You can't give up the joys of life because of how you feel about yourself." My mother's tone was soft as she entered the kitchen, going straight to my father and giving him a kiss on the lips. 
 
    "Mom, not you too." 
 
    "He’s a good man, Morg. And handsome." My mom winked at me.  
 
    I knew they assumed their daughter was reverting to her antisocial ways and couldn’t handle being with a man who was so wealthy. Maybe part of that was true, but his status was not what bothered me. He could be a busboy, or a top chef, and I'd still see him as the same man. 
 
    When I glanced back up, both my parents were staring at me expectantly. 
 
    "Fine! I'll have dinner with him!" Throwing my hands up in the air, I watched their moods skyrocket as mine plummeted.  
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    I sat in the little café, all the way in the back where no one paid me much attention.  
 
    Allison gave me a sympathetic smile, while Kelly looked at me as if I were insane. Tony looked pissed, and he always had a smile on his face. The three of them were my only friends in town, and they could not have been more different.  
 
    Kelly was an all-American party girl with a fair complexion and dark hair. Allison was the opposite, a shy, country girl with honey colored skin who would rather wrestle pigs than deal with people. 
 
    Tony was the nerd who looked like a model. I suppose I was the perfect person to balance out our squad.  
 
    "You get to have dinner with an Andreou. Why are you upset?" Kelly's tone was utterly incredulous.  
 
    "This is for my parents." Sighing, I played with my frappe’s straw and glanced around to make sure that the café wasn’t getting overcrowded. I loathed the mall. There were too many stares, hushed whispers, and indiscreetly pointed fingers. The skin on my thighs began to itch just thinking about it. 
 
    "Every girl in Riverview wants a taste of him and his brothers. Hell, I want to taste them all at once." 
 
    "Unlike you, Kelly, she doesn't chase gossip or a man with money. That's called self-respect," Allison scoffed. 
 
    "Who said anything about money? I'd just see what each one had to offer." 
 
    "Then that would make you a whore.” 
 
    “Ally,” I scolded. 
 
    "What? Money and looks aside, haven't you heard the rumors about them? What actually happens at their Chateau?" Her hazel eyes met mine across the table. 
 
    "A rumor is an unproven opinion." Kelly flicked her brunette hair over her shoulder with the dragonfly tattoo. 
 
    "I don't care what he or his family are into. This is just dinner,” I stressed. None of them looked like they believed me. 
 
    "You'll be fine. I hear he likes girls like you." Kelly took a bite of her croissant and shrugged. 
 
    Girls like me? 
 
    "Girls like her?” Allison and Tony repeated in unison. 
 
    "I didn't mean it like that, I..I," She stumbled over her words, suddenly unable to look me in the eye. 
 
    "It's fine, Kelly." It was far from fine; I was used to the rude commentary, but it stung to hear it from someone I considered a friend.  
 
    Our conversing was interrupted when a delivery man entered the café, a dark purple vase filled with flowers in his hands. 
 
    He looked around for a minute before his eyes landed on me and I became his target. Heads turned and followed him all the way to our booth.  
 
    "Morgana Sanchez?" 
 
    "That's her," Allison answered when I didn't respond. 
 
    "These are for you." He gave me a warm smile and sat the flowers in front of me before tilting his baseball cap and walking back out of the café. 
 
    I already knew who they were from. My mother or father must have told him where I was. Before I knew it, they were going to be planning my wedding and picking names for their grandchildren. I eyed the large vase that sat before me. The flowers were beautiful, black and purple dahlias, bloomed on long stems with unique petals that curved at the ends.  
 
    The card was simply signed with an intricate but rather unnecessary J. The sentiment was sweet for all of four minutes, then I realized people were still staring. 
 
    Hot prickles spread across my chest. Every head that turned my way was like the sensation of a rubber band popping against my skin. I wanted to sink into down and disappear. 
 
    "Okay, we're leaving." Tony slid out of the booth and grabbed my hand, tugging me out after him. I was cognizant of Allison grabbing my flowers and trailing after us. Kelly remained seated, watching us leave her behind.  
 
    Stepping outside, away from curious stares, lifted a huge weight off my shoulders. My breathing began to even out again. 
 
    "Are you okay?" Tony asked, his chocolate eyes full of concern.  
 
    "Better now, thanks." Aware that he was still holding my hand, I pulled away gently.  
 
    "I'm sorry, you guys. " I gave them both a tight smile, hating how even a simple coffee shop made me want to hide away in my bedroom. Allison shoved the vase at Tony, and her hands went to her hips, giving me a pointed look. 
 
    "Morgana, there is nothing wrong with you. You don't fit into society’s perfect golden box. So what? " 
 
    I knew she was trying to make me feel better, but she couldn't. They’d witnessed me have a moment like this too many times to count. 
 
    My fingers itched to wrap themselves around a cool piece of metal. To drag it across my soft flesh and find a mental release with the pain.  
 
    "I gotta go. I'll text you guys." I grabbed my flowers from Tony and practically ran to the safety of my BMW. 
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    It was two days later when a black luxury sedan picked me up from home. 
 
    The whole ordeal seemed too extravagant for a simple dinner date. From the time the chauffeur arrived to when he opened my door for me to get out, my nerves wound tighter and tighter, like springs waiting to recoil.  
 
    I was left standing in front of Donatello's. It was one of the most expensive and rare luxury hotels near Riverview. 
 
    This made me even more reluctant to go inside. I shifted in my heels and needlessly adjusted my knee-length lace dress. My insecurities whispered that I should have worn something longer. 
 
    Pulling out my phone, I typed a quick text to Allison. 
 
    Me: If I need you, can you run interference? 
 
    Within seconds, my phone pinged with her response. 
 
    Allison: Of course! I'll even cry on speaker phone for more credibility. Dramatics ;) 
 
    A giggle slipped out at the same time I became cognizant that someone was watching me. My eyes scanned the parking lot before landing on Julian. He was standing beneath the awning of the hotel, staring at me.  
 
    When our eyes met, he began striding towards me, never looking away. I hit the side button on my phone to dim the screen, and slid it back in my clutch. 
 
    "Were you going to stand out here all night?" He regarded me with an impassive look on his face. 
 
    "Maybe?" 
 
    His mouth tipped up at the corners, giving me a smile that had my stoicism falling away. 
 
    "Come on." Placing one hand on the small of my back, he guided me towards the entrance of the large glass building. Once inside, we went straight to the golden elevators.  
 
    The lobby was unusually quiet. Only one or two employees wandered about. My heels clicked across the black and white faux marble floor, echoing loudly in the empty space. 
 
    "Where are we going?" I asked him when the doors dinged open. 
 
    "I have dinner waiting for us." He placed his hand on my back again, just beneath the ends of my hair, and nudged me forward. I refrained from leaning into his touch, immediately stepping away from him when the doors slid shut, enclosing us in the square box together. 
 
    No one had said anything to me about a private room.  
 
    Taking a small breath, I focused on the crease in the doors and reminded myself that this was just dinner.  
 
    "Morgana." He said my name slowly, letting it roll off his tongue. Goose pimples spread down my arms; my stomach inundated with constant fluttering when I was around him. He didn't give me butterflies; he gave me an entire African safari, currently stampeding all over my feelings.  
 
    "Jules, tell me what you really want. Why am I here?” 
 
    "I just want to eat dinner," he replied innocently. I didn't believe that for a minute. If that were the case he would have met me at a low-key eatery, not planned out a rendezvous at a fancy hotel. 
 
    "So many other girls want your attention." I picked up a strand of my hair and twirled it. 
 
    "The only person who has my attention, Morgana, is you. All of it. Why do you keep trying to run from this?" 
 
    The elevator doors opened on the fifteenth floor, saving me from having to answer. I made a quick exit.  
 
    Exactly twenty steps down the hall I realized I had no idea where to go. Glancing over my shoulder, Julian remained just outside the lift, staring at me. 
 
    "Come here, Morgana." His tone was light. No anger was evident on his handsome face, but I was still wary. Placing my hands on my hips, I turned and faced him. 
 
    "You come here." I used the same teasing tone he did.  
 
    Almost in a predatory manner, he began to do just that. I remained in the same stance, trying not to let him see how intimidated I was. He stopped just a few inches away from me. We could easily reach out and touch one another.  
 
    "Now can you come?" Every word he spoke dripped with sensuality and sounded like sex. It sent an ache straight between my thighs. 
 
    At an imperceptible speed, I stepped forward, and before I could blink, I was pressed against the wall, his hands on either side of my body caging me in. I held my palms up, intending to push him away. Glancing both ways, I saw that we were completely alone in the long hall. 
 
    Julian placed his hands on my cheeks, forcing me to look at him. His face came so close to mine, he stole what little breath there was between us. Eyes the color of frothed seafoam stared into mine. 
 
    "Do you know what I decided?" He touched his forehead to mine. 
 
    "I'm sure you're going to tell me." My sarcastic tone was diminished by my breathy voice. If I moved just the slightest bit, I’d be able to feel his perfect lips. 
 
    "You...me...us. This is happening. It isn't a game, so quit fucking with me. I want you, and I always get what I want." 
 
    "That's not how this works. You can't just--." 
 
    He cut off my response, placing a finger on my mouth, trailing it down to lift my chin, making our noses touch. "I will have you. Trust me, Morgana. I have every intention of making you completely mine." He brushed his soft lips against mine.  
 
    Swallowing, I remained rigid against him. How did we get here already? 
 
    He did it again, this time gently biting down on my lower lip, swiping his tongue over it before he let go. 
 
    A shudder raced up my spine. Allowing myself to bask in the moment, I parted my lips for him. He didn't hesitate to slide his tongue into my mouth to intertwine with mine. I dully noted that he tasted like fresh peppermint. 
 
    I wrapped my arms around his neck, deepening the kiss. It became frenzied, carnal. The more I responded to him, the more intensity he gave me.  
 
    "You could have easily stood me up. You know why I think you're here?" His cool breath tickled my lips. 
 
    I panted, trying to gather my bearings. "Not for the reasons you think," I protested weakly. 
 
    A smile spread across his face before his mouth was back on mine. The heat between us was almost unbearable. He moved a hand to my hip, slowly sliding it lower and inching my dress up, causing my breathing to become ragged.  
 
    His hand disappeared underneath, he began to rub me through the fabric of my lace underwear. 
 
    "We can't," I whispered. 
 
    “I can do whatever I want. We've been doing this dance for far too long, and I'm not waiting any longer." He rubbed his thumb up and down my slit, circling my clit and torturing me with promised pleasure. 
 
    "You're already dripping wet," he mumbled against my mouth before pulling his hand away. I blinked a few times, looking up into his green eyes. "Why can't you just admit you want me?" He pressed his forehead to mine once more.  
 
    I remained quiet, breathing in the scent of him. I wanted him, badly. But those three words held more weight than I would admit, and far more leverage than I was willing to give him.  
 
    He stepped away, taking his body heat with him and easily recomposed himself, offering me a hand when he was done. I accepted it, wondering if he could feel the racing of my pulse. 
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    The air was warm, and the sky was filled with tiny stars, setting a delightful ambiance. 
 
    It was surprisingly sweet.  
 
    Julian sipped on his drink of choice while I opted for water. We sat in silence for the most part, enjoying the serene view from the hotel balcony. 
 
    I decided to speak up first, wanting him to know I wasn’t normally the type of person who would allow themselves to be felt up in a hallway before the date even began. If that’s what this was. 
 
    "Um...I know this is cliché, but I don't usually do what we did out there."  
 
    A boyish grin spread across his face, causing mine to heat. 
 
    "I know that. I plan to be lots of firsts and lasts." 
 
    Skipping over the finality of the word lasts, I shook my head at him and focused on my meal. 
 
    "You don't drink?" He broke the second bout of elapsed silence with a question I was sure he already knew the answer to. 
 
    "I'm not supposed to drink. Alcohol mixed with my meds can exacerbate my...problems."  
 
    "You don't have any problems; you're unique." 
 
    "I don't want to talk about this with you." Instantly frustrated, I pushed my plate away. He stared for an uncomfortably long amount of time. Unable to maintain eye contact, my gaze went everywhere but to his. 
 
    "You don't have to hide it with me." 
 
    "I don't like to talk about the fucked-up shit in my head. And thank you for the flowers, but please don't do that again." 
 
    "Stop." The sharp tone he applied had my gaze snapping back to his. 
 
    "Stop...what?" I questioned slowly. 
 
    "You’re deflecting. I don't care what's in your head. If I want to send you flowers, I will. And the fucking pills you're on don't help you. They're stopping you from being who you really are." 
 
    I gaped before fixing him with an icy glare. "Those pills keep me from cutting my wrists open." 
 
    "Speaking of, I went in your room and looked around before you got home last night. I saw the cutting knife. Why do you think I texted you the exact moment you were going to cut somewhere only I'm permitted to touch?" 
 
    "You-you went in my room? You don’t have a right to do that. I’m not your property!" 
 
    "I had to make sure you were safe. A thank you will suffice." 
 
    Now who was deflecting? I leaned back in my chair and stared at him. The candle on our table had shadows dancing across his face. He looked just as he always did. Wearing a dark suit sans tie, immaculately put together, and meticulously groomed. Something about the dark made him that much more attractive.  
 
    I waited for negative emotion to bud, but no heated embarrassment rushed to my face. Anger didn't make my vision go red. It was evident how little it bothered me that this man knew my secrets. 
 
    Staring down at my red potatoes, I no longer had an appetite. I wasn’t upset, but food was the last thing on my mind. This dinner had derailed the second a chauffeur showed up to pick me up, going beyond what I expected when I kissed him back. 
 
    "I don’t know what to say right now.” 
 
    "Nothing. There isn’t anything you can say that will change things. Sooner than later you’ll learn that I know you better than you know yourself." 
 
    “Isn’t this all a little much for a simple dinner?” 
 
    “Dollface, you always knew this was so much more than just dinner.” 
 
    My cheeks warmed under his watchful eye.  
 
    "You're cute," he added, looking at me with a skewed smirk on his face.  
 
    Cute? I wrinkled my nose. The tension between us evaporated into thin air. Ugh, I did not want to be that girl. The one that melted at his feet, but he wasn't making it easy. I needed a buffer. 
 
    "So, what did I do that made you so interested all of a sudden?" 
 
    "You existed." 
 
    I bit my lower lip to try to stifle my laughter. Julian watched me with a bemused expression on his face. 
 
    "That's it?" I swirled my ice cubes around in my water, glancing up at him. 
 
    "I don't have a flowery explanation for you. I saw you, I liked what I saw, and I knew I had to have you." 
 
    His cocky arrogance had me partially turned on and somewhat impressed with how bold he was.  
 
     “And now?” 
 
    He gave me the cockiest smile known to man, showing me the dimples, I was quickly coming to adore. “I was going to take you inside and fuck your brains out. You’re not quite ready for that yet. "So, do you still want to drive the car?" 
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    His car seemed ten times bigger behind the wheel. Julian gave me zero instruction on what to do. He drove to a long rural back road, (easy to find in Riverview) got out, and had us switch seats. Gripping the steering wheel as if my life depended on it, I turned the high beams on, going as fast as I dared. 
 
    The rumbling of the engine reverberated through my seat, making the ache between my legs ten times worse. 
 
    Julian leaned across the middle console and placed his hand was between my thighs, fingertips barely touching my pussy. 
 
    When he started to rub my clit, I jerked, angling the powerful car to the right. He laughed, a deep throaty sound as I momentarily panicked, hurriedly getting the car back on the straight and narrow. 
 
    “You’re going to make me crash.” 
 
    "There’s nothing but empty road out here for miles. Go faster," he whispered, biting down on my lobe. My underwear was pulled to the side and replaced with deft fingers stroking up and down my folds. 
 
    I swallowed a moan and gently accelerated. The sleek, powerful machine purred down the back road with ease, gaining speed. I had never driven so fast before. That, coupled with his fingers between my thighs pushing me to climax, was exhilarating. 
 
    He eased one digit inside of me, using another to tease my clit. I spread my legs, feeling a warm gush of fluid as my arousal built. 
 
    “Pull over,” he rasped when my concentration waned, and I began to ease off the gas.  
 
    Slowing down as fast as possible, I pulled to the shoulder of the road and clicked off the high beams. He removed his hand from between my legs and climbed out of the car without a word, slamming his door behind him.  
 
    Slightly confused, I undid my seat belt and reached for the door handle, torn away a second later when he yanked it open from the outside. 
 
    "Out,” he demanded. 
 
    On auto-response, I did as he said and climbed from the car on shaky legs. The ache between my thighs was stronger than before. With one hand, he pushed the door shut, and used the other to take hold of me, going to the front of the car. 
 
    “Take your underwear off.” 
 
    I quickly slid my panties down my leg and placed them in his open palm. He glanced down at the black thong, and then back up. 
 
    "Morgana." His voice was a mixture of amusement and desire. “I think you’re ready now.” 
 
    I’d been ready the day we met. I think that’s what made things so much more between us. He was right, we’d been doing this dance for far too long. I was a mess of a woman on my good days, but I needed this. I wanted him. 
 
    I nodded, and his reaction was instantaneous. I was backed up and placed on the hood of his car. We didn't speak anymore words, but none were needed. His mouth covered mine, his hands went to my hips. 
 
    I reached between us and unzipped his slacks before spreading myself for him, giving a full view of my naked sex.  
 
    “Beautiful,” he murmured. He pulled his hardened cock out, lined himself up, and shoved inside me with one fluid motion. The size of him had my brain shorting out. He stretched me in a painfully delicious way, the rough intrusion causing my walls to spasm. A soft hiss that could barely be heard over me crying out passed through his lips. 
 
    There wasn’t anything gentle about what transpired. I was wetter than I’d ever been as he set a brutal pace. My juices drenched his cock and flowed down to the hood of his car. 
 
    “Fuck, your pussy is everything I thought it’d be,” he intoned, lifting my legs up over his forearms. His slacks hung loosely beneath his ass; suit jacket still secured up top. All I could see in the glow of headlights was his glistening cock and rounded globes. 
 
    Someone could drive down the road at any minute and see exactly what we were doing. That didn’t stop us. Nothing had ever felt this good, not even the blade that split flesh. My moans grew in volume, matching the force of his thrusts. I fisted his shirt in a desperate attempt to hold onto something when my nails scraped over smooth metal. 
 
    Without warning, he wrapped one of his hands around my throat and pinned me down, squeezing so tightly, and fucking me so hard tears ran from my eyes. This was the kind of pain I welcomed. Pressure built in my core; my pussy began to contract. 
 
    “Jules,” I gasped his name, barely able to speak. 
 
    With ragged restricted breathing and his hard, thick cock driving into me. I came with a mangled scream and a dizzying head rush. 
 
    Julian picked up his pace, cutting off my airway, fucking me harder. The car steadily rocked back and forth. The warm metal rubbed my ass raw, heat emanating beneath the dark cherry hood from the soft rumbling engine. My pants and cries reverberated around us in the empty night sky as our skin slapped together. 
 
    When he finally came, he released a terse curse and buried his cock all the way inside me, slowly rolling his hips as my pussy milked his cock for everything it had. 
 
    His hand left my throat and braced on one side of my body. Still trying to catch my breath, I lazily reached up and cupped his face. 
 
    "You are most definitely mine," he murmured softly against my lips. In the heat of the moment, those words warmed me to the core. I knew he meant them. 
 
    And that dark promise would lead us straight to the end of a beginning.  
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    The lake looked like a silver mirror beneath the brilliant setting sun. There was a slight breeze to offset the mid-August heat, and birds chirped from the tall trees that ran around the water’s edge. 
 
    I lounged in one of the chairs my Dad had placed near the dock, pretending to bask in the peacefulness. I loved the summer sunlight, the clouds, birds, and trees, but I could feel that ugly veil of darkness making its return. It always happened randomly. I could be soaring high one minute and crashing the next. 
 
    My book lay downturned on my lap, barely holding my interest. It took all my self-control not to check my phone again. Though it had only been a mere two and a half weeks, I was growing accustomed to Julian’s sporadic texts and pop-ups.  
 
    He always texted me in the morning and the evening, beyond that it was fifty-fifty if I’d hear from him. Looking back on the night he let me drive his car, I sometimes found it hard to believe that uninhibited girl was me. 
 
    I’d never done anything like that in my life. I found myself smiling every time I thought about it. Really, whenever I thought about Julian in general, which was about one hundred times a day. This wasn’t healthy, falling for someone so fast, but I couldn’t stop it. Honestly, I feared how quickly things were moving. 
 
    Julian made me feel things I never had. He was becoming as necessary as the pills I took to keep me stable. And I think he knew it because there were little pieces of his true nature slowly starting to reveal themselves. 
 
    Sensing a presence coming up behind me I peeked over my shoulder. Sure enough, it was him. Wearing only a button up shirt and slacks, hair perfectly styled as usual, he made his way down the long drive to the area I was sitting. 
 
    “How long have you been out here?” he asked, taking the chair beside mine. 
 
    “Not long. Maybe an hour.” 
 
    He nodded and looked out at the water. I breathed in his comforting scent and waited for him to tell me about his day, work, anything. Of course, he never did. This hadn’t bothered me much until three days ago when I realized I’d never been past the foyer inside his house. 
 
    Maybe I was overreacting, but the Chateau Dahlia was nearly a legend around Riverview. It was a gorgeous, massive property that had been around for decades as far as I knew. He tended to take me everywhere but there. Thus far we’d fucked in two of his cars, the hotel, and even my bed once. That coupled with his random times of contact made me feel like a dirty secret. 
 
    “What is it?” he asked suddenly. 
 
    I startled, snapping back to attention. “What is what?” 
 
    “You’re lost in your head. Something’s bothering you. What is it?” 
 
    The assessment was delivered with a clinical undertone, one I didn’t care for whatsoever. I angled my body away from him, staring out at the lake like he was. 
 
    “Would you even care?” I questioned with more irritability than I intended. 
 
    “Hey.” He reached out and took hold of my jaw, forcing my head to turn back towards him. Tired olive clashed with electrified green, and it felt as if he saw right through me. “I think you should come stay with me.” 
 
    What? Lashes fluttered in disbelief. A swift rush of anger flowed through my veins. “Why? To hide me away in that big house of yours?” 
 
    He laughed lowly under his breath, giving a slight shake of his head. “Ah, I get it now.” 
 
    Well, that was nice to know because I didn’t. My irritation doubled, and I pulled my chin from his grip, just for him to move from his chair and crouch in front of mine. 
 
    He clasped both of my hands within his so tightly I had to smother a grimace. “I’d never hide you away Dollface, I’ve been trying to keep you safe.” 
 
    “Keep me safe from what?” 
 
    “Me.” 
 
    Irritation was diluted by wariness. I stared at the beautiful man kneeling in front of me with no idea how to respond to that. All the rumors about his family sizzled in my brain. I found myself gnawing the inside of my cheek. The metallic taste of blood filled my mouth as the wound from last week was reopened. 
 
    “I don’t understand.” 
 
    “Oh, but you do.” 
 
    His phone began to ring, the chimes causing him to release my hands. I flexed them, watching on as he looked at the screen and silenced the call. When his gaze returned to mine, I already knew he was going to say he had to leave. 
 
    “Things will change soon when you come stay with me.” He ran a thumb over my knee, and then stood up. 
 
    “I never agreed to that.” 
 
    “It wasn’t an option.” He leaned down and placed a soft kiss on my lips. “I’ll pick you up for dinner on Tuesday, we’ll talk more then.” 
 
    Tuesday? It was only Thursday. I twisted in my lounge chair and watched him stride back up the drive to where his Mercedes was parked, phone now at his ear. He was so secretive and delusive it made me want to pull my fucking hair out and scream. 
 
    I was still staring long after he pulled out. My mind harped on whatever it was I should have understood. Nothing came to mind. Not unless he was telling me the rumors were true. But why would he do that? I wasn’t even entirely sure what the extent of those were. However, I knew someone who did. 
 
    Going into my contacts, I knew this wasn’t the best idea but if I didn’t get clarification, I would obsess over this for days on end until I saw him again. Hitting call on Tony’s name sealed the decision for me. 
 
    He picked up on the second ring. An hour and ten minutes later I knew more about Julian’s family than I wanted to. 
 
    Thing’s that would make me question everything if they were true. When we hung up, I had a war raging in my mind. Did I willingly stay with a man whose demons lurked in his eyes, or did I run away in the hope that he wouldn't make good on his promise to catch me?  
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    The only time he ever hurt me was during sex, and that was when I needed it. 
 
    He sent me flowers. Had curled up in bed and watched cheesy movies with me. His disposition never changed when my moodiness caused mine to switch at random intervals. When he looked at me it wasn’t with pity or repulsion. I saw the adoration even when he’d go cold.  
 
    There was no way he could be the man Tony claimed he was. Yet, I knew I needed to get out while I could. 
 
    It was time to take a step back and try to think this through more clearly before I got anymore attached. It hadn’t been an easy decision to come to. Julian was all my perfects in one gorgeous man. I had fallen fast and hard, was still falling even now.  
 
    As I sat across from him with my stomach in knots, I loathed what I was about to do. Julian watched me with a predatory regard. It was almost like he knew what I was going to say and was simply waiting for it. If the skewed smirk on his face and wicked gleam in his eye were anything to go by, then he was amused by the whole thing. 
 
    My phone began to vibrate inside my clutch, a much-needed distraction. I fumbled to get it out wishing I hadn’t as soon as I saw the name flashing across the screen. 
 
    Tony.  
 
    I knew he why he was calling. Suddenly, picking up the phone seemed like a chiefly bad idea. 
 
    “Go ahead. Answer it." They were calmly spoken words, but I knew better. 
 
    "It okay, he can wait." 
 
    "Why? Do you have something to hide?” 
 
    He took my cell from my hand and answered it. Placing it on speaker, he winked and stood up, setting the phone down in front of me before going inside. We were at the same hotel we always came to, so any sense of privacy was illusion. 
 
    "Mo?" Tony rushed out. 
 
    "Hey, what's up?" 
 
    "I was calling to check on you." 
 
    "I'm all right." I kept my gaze trained on the starry skyline. Julian wasn't in my line of vision, but I felt his eyes on me from inside the room. 
 
    "Good," Tony's breath of relief whooshed through the phone. “Did you do it?” 
 
    I let my silence answer that question for me.  
 
    "Damn. What happened? You didn’t change your mind did—." 
 
    Julian was back at my side, cutting the call off before Tony could finish. I dropped my eyes to the half-eaten rigatoni in front of me. If anger was a force, his would have punched me in the gut. It rolled off him in waves. 
 
    He placed his hands on my shoulders and began to lightly massage them. “Can I ask you a question?” His tone was deceptively soft. 
 
    I nodded, hesitantly. 
 
    “Did you fuck this boy? Is that why he’s so inclined to help you end our relationship?” 
 
    Swallowing, I tilted my head back so that I could see his face. “Did you fuck the blonde I saw you with?” 
 
    “As a matter of fact,” he trailed off and lifted my phone from the table, casually letting it slip from his hand and into my glass of ice water. “I fucked her in my backseat, and when I was done, I dumped her body a few miles outside of town on the side of the road.” 
 
    "What do you mean you dumped her body?" I stood from the chair so fast my hip knocked against the rim of the table, rocking it hard enough that the glass of water tipped over. 
 
    “Exactly that. Do you want details? I can tell you exactly how long she took to bleed out.” 
 
    Why was he telling me this? I didn’t want to hear his confessions. My mind couldn’t grasp that the man I was sleeping with was a killer. 
 
    “Don’t tell me anything else. I won’t be your accomplice or accessory,” I stated calmly. My heart was hammering so hard I was surprised he couldn’t hear it, but I knew freaking out right now would make this a lot worse. 
 
    When he threw his head back and laughed, I thought this whole thing may have been some sort of sick joke. I attempted to sidestep around him, his laughter stopped abruptly. He took hold of my forearm, his grip so tight I knew there would be an imprint on my flesh. 
 
    “Dollface you really are naive. Did you think you'd get to decide when we were done? You don't. I own you. And I'm not ashamed to admit how selfish I am about the things I own." His words had an unwelcome heat pervading my body and settling between my thighs.  
 
    Part of me wanted him to show me I was his, to prove he meant every word. The other was ready to risk it all and jump off the balcony. I grit my teeth and tried to pull free. “Let me go.” 
 
    Ignoring my request, he dragged me back into the hotel room. 
 
    Once fully inside, he shoved me in the direction of the king-sized bed and shut the balcony door. 
 
    Before my body fully landed, I was back on my feet and moving towards the other only exit. Julian blocked my path with a disturbing swiftness. When he reached back and turned the lock, metal clicking to metal sent a hot flush rippling across my chest.  
 
    He stepped forward.  
 
    I moved backward.  
 
    He smiled. 
 
    "Julian, please let me go."  
 
    From the coldness festering in his green eyes, I knew that wasn't going to happen. "I won't ever let you go. Can't say you weren't warned. I want you right now, Morgana. I want you very fucking badly. And when I take you, it's going to hurt, but I can make it hurt in all the right ways." 
 
    "No." My tone was breathless, needy. It made it seem like his words mattered to me.  
 
    I told myself they didn't, fighting through the hazy lust clouding my brain, ignoring the arousal between my legs. 
 
    "Keep begging," he smirked at me, keeping his eyes locked with mine the entire time it took him to remove his suit jacket, tie, and black button-down shirt. The deteriorated skull tattoo that covered his right pec stared at me. The familiar rough ridges and clear lines outlining his eight-pack were prominently on display. 
 
    "I'm not begging."  
 
    "You will be. I'm going to set a standard no other man will ever compare to. You aren't leaving this room until I've made you come with my cock, mouth, and fingers." 
 
    "What if I don't want that?" I wasn't teasing, this really couldn't happen. If I slept with him after what he just told me, it would be accepting his behavior and the things he did. A sign that I wasn't going to leave him when I had every reason to do so. 
 
    "It's adorable that you think you have a choice." 
 
    "Let me go, or I'll scream." 
 
    "That's all I want to hear. The question is, how loud?"  
 
    We faced off; my heart pounding against the cavity of my chest with an urgency that had alarms blaring in my head. I couldn't fight him and win, screaming wouldn't send anyone my way, and he had successfully destroyed the only phone I had a hope of using. 
 
    All I could think to do was lock myself in the bathroom and hope he let me be. I lurched towards it, barely making it halfway before his hand was in my hair and the carpet was rushing towards my face.  
 
    His body crushed mine as soon as I rolled from my stomach to my back. He looked down at me, his eyes full of an animalistic hunger. My hands pushed against his solid chest to no avail. 
 
    "Get off me," I seethed. His weight was impeding on my ability to breathe. He took hold of my wrists and pinned them above my head with one hand. I struggled beneath him, thrashing and using my body to fight him off.  
 
    With one knee, he shoved my legs apart. 
 
    My dress rose above my hips, exposing my lower half completely. He leaned down and bit my bottom lip hard enough to break the skin. I yelped, tasting blood when he finally let go. 
 
    "Do you feel that, Dollface? How bad I want you?" He ground his cock into my apex, making sure I felt how hard he was. 
 
    "Don't do this to me." 
 
    His mouth hit mine, hard. He pushed against my lips until he got his tongue between them, skimming his free hand down my body, over my ribcage to between my parted thighs. Fear rifled through me, settling in my gut as my underwear was pulled to the side. Two fingers replaced the material, shoving inside me with no preamble. 
 
    I squeezed my eyes shut, willing this to stop. My heavy breathing filled the air. The sound of his fingers pumping in and out of my wet pussy made me ill. I was as turned on as he was, and it threw my head into a tailspin. 
 
    "Open your eyes and look at me." The command in his voice forced my compliance. I blinked a few times, staring straight up at him. 
 
    When his fingers vanished, my eyes traveled down his body over hardened muscle to where he was undoing his slacks. My stomach dipped and flipped. Another broken plea spilled from my mouth. 
 
    "Don't fight me, Morgana. Better yet, do fight me. It’ll make this a little more fun." A cocky smirk met my whimpered frown. He pulled his hard cock out and held it in his hand.  
 
    "Jules." I begged more with that one word than I ever had in my entire life, but what I was asking for could no longer be deciphered. 
 
    With no easing, gentle caresses, or sweet promises of pleasure, he lined himself up at my slit and shoved inside me. It hurt, but it hurt more when he began to brutally thrust in and out without giving me time to adjust. 
 
    He filled me, stretched me to the limit. His mouth found the side of my neck, and he bit down, making me cry out in pain as he dropped his fingers to my clit, rolling the bundle of nerves with a calculated expertise. 
 
    "Fuck, you're perfect Morgana." 
 
    It was too much. He rocked into me relentlessly, pushing as far as he could. I tried to move back, to give myself a small reprieve from the pressure inside me. 
 
    "I know what you need, Dollface." A smoldering look was in his eyes. He pulled out, grabbed my hips, and flipped me onto my stomach. 
 
    "Jules, stop." Wetness ran down my legs, showing my body's betrayal. I frantically tried to crawl away, but he held me firmly in place. A hand tangled back in my hair and shoved my face down into the carpet, keeping me there by the back of my head. My ass remained in the air. I struggled wildly, aimlessly. 
 
    "You're going to like it, Morgana. I promise." His dick was pushing back inside me on my next mangled breath. I screamed and cried simultaneously, afraid of the sensation creeping up my spine. 
 
    He slowed for a brief second and reached for something. A second later his belt looped around my neck. Icy fear gripped my insides when he began to move again. 
 
    His thrusts became vicious, rendering a friction between us that made my entire body tremble. My eyes watered as the belt started to tighten, restricting my ability to breathe. 
 
    "Let go and I'll give you everything you beg for," he breathed, increasing the pressure of the belt, fucking me so hard my body jarred, the carpet rubbing the skin off my face. 
 
    My body was thrown into unknown territory; I didn't know what was happening to me. Holding the belt with one hand, he let go of my head to grab my hip, rendering me completely immobile. I was unable to do anything but take everything he gave me. He let go of my hip and brought a hand down to my right ass cheek, tightening the belt in the process. 
 
     My vision began to blur. I gasped for air that wouldn’t come, lungs on fire and aching to be filled. Julian rode me fast and hard, hitting a point inside me I didn't even know existed.  
 
    When fuzzy whiteness swarmed my vision, he slammed into me and bit down on my shoulder, breaking the skin. 
 
    I choked and gagged on a scream. 
 
    The pleasure was excruciating. My pussy throbbed and contracted around him. I shut my eyes and succumbed to the powerful euphoria that crashed into me, making my entire body go taut as darkness took away my vision. 
 
    When I came to, the dress was gone. I was on my back, and Julian's tongue was inside me while his fingers massaged my clit. He kept one hand flat against my stomach, grinned at me, and alternated between flicking my nub back and forth with the tip of his tongue, and shoving his fingers deeply into my pussy.  
 
    I didn't think I could take any more. Plucking the thought from my mind, he curved his digits inside my tightness and proved that didn't matter. He closed his mouth around my clit with a wicked gleam in his eye, and bit down. My entire body quaked; I sub-consciously grabbed hold of his hair and tugged, sobbing something incoherent.  
 
    As the orgasm slowly subsided, his teeth sunk into my inner thigh. I shuddered but couldn't bring myself to move.  
 
    He tortured me with a heady mixture of pain and please, stopping only when his phone began to ring.  
 
    Feeling vulnerable and exposed, I sat up. Wincing, I crossed my arms and searched for my clothes. Julian watched me and spoke in some form of code to whomever was on the other line. 
 
    I spotted my dress, torn and in a heap a little way across the room. Fresh tears welled in my eyes and I swiped angrily at my cheeks. Just as I stood up, Julian ended his phone conversation. 
 
    “Oh, did you think I was finished?”  
 
    I shook my head, unable to speak, silently asking for a reprieve that was ultimately ignored He stalked back to me, and easily forced my wobbly legs to bend so that I was on my knees. 
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    Everything hurt.  
 
    My lips were swollen, my throat sore. Ugly purple and yellow bruises covered my skin. Julian's fingers were imprinted on my thighs and hips, and a few bite marks were on my ass. 
 
    I lay in bed, staring at my television but not seeing it. There had been no sleeping the previous night. Julian took me again and again. When we had to stop for him, he played with me, pushing me to a level of hysteria. 
 
    The moment I got home, I took a scolding shower, and then burrowed myself beneath layers of blankets. I dozed off and on, wishing I never had to come out. My parents would be back soon; that was the only thing that compelled me to get up.  
 
    They were the last people I wanted to see. I had no story or excuse that could cover up what had been done to me. I’m sure they’d tried to call a dozen times, but thanks to Julian I had no phone. 
 
    Rushing through another shower, I tossed my hair into a bun before pulling on black terry cotton sweatpants and a tank top. I didn't have much regarding makeup, but I did my best to cover the marks on my body. 
 
    My fingers curled around the sink more than once, and I had to talk myself out of getting my knife. I needed to be gone before my parents got back. After grabbing a cardigan and my purse, I headed for the door. I didn’t drive much, but my tiny Beetle ran just fine and got me anywhere I needed to go. 
 
    My mind took the radio’s place. The noise inside louder than the speakers in my car. What happened the previous night seemed surreal. Not something that could ever happen to me, not by Julian. His words from when he dropped me off replayed in my mind. 
 
    "I can make things exquisite for you, or terrible. Don't toy with me again over what's mine. You won't like the kind of man I can become when I'm provoked. That's a promise and a threat. Do you understand me?" 
 
    I couldn't figure out what to do with the emotions raging in my chest. He hurt me more mentally than he did physically. The situation had my mind a muddled mess. I wished I could just forget any of it ever happened and go back to how things were. 
 
    It took me a good twenty minutes to reach my destination, and that was with barely any traffic. I was relieved to see that there were only three other cars in the lot. After parking, I put my sunglasses and cardigan on and headed inside. It was dark and humid out, so I'm sure I looked every bit as foolish as I felt. 
 
    The cashier greeted me with a friendly smile. I gave her a strained one in return, darting towards the back of the store. I paid fifty-two dollars for the morning after pill, and I took it in the drugstore's dirty bathroom, breathing through the anxiety that was threatening to overwhelm me. 
 
    Julian had a stash of condoms in his car and hadn't bothered using one. He'd finished inside me every single time. It was almost as if he didn't care if I got pregnant. That was terrifying for a plethora of reasons. 
 
    The same cashier gave me a less than friendly smile on my way back out the door, more than likely judging me for what I just did. Fuck her. For once I didn’t care. 
 
    I paused just outside the automated doors, peering around the dark parking lot. All the cars were gone except mine and an SUV parked within the shadows. It hadn't been there before. I wouldn’t have missed something like that.  
 
    "Hello?" I took a few steps, and then cast a wary glance at the dark truck. 
 
    I wanted to just shrug it off, but my paranoia was at an all-time high. Reaching my car in record breaking timing, I slid into the driver's seat and tossed my purse to the passenger, hitting the lock button before I bothered putting the key in the ignition. 
 
    I slightly relaxed when the engine turned over, expelling a noisy stream of air. I buckled my seat belt, freezing when a shape rose up in the backseat. My brain started firing orders at that my body lagged to obey. 
 
    I dove for the door handle. A shrill scream bursting from my lungs as the person in the back grabbed hold of my hair. A gloved hand came over my mouth, muffling my protest. 
 
    The last thing I remembered was a sharp sting in the side of my neck. 
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    One might ask how a place like Riverview had an establishment like Chateau Dahlia. 
 
    How did it exist? Easy. This was my town, and my family’s word was law. No one ever spoke about the Chateau, and it wasn't somewhere you could just walk into. 
 
    There was a fee, a tedious application process, and an even harsher interview. That was only the start of how one went about stepping foot inside my empire.  
 
    And it was indeed my empire. The torch was being passed down. It was up to me to take care of what generations before me had worked so hard to build. 
 
    I had so many ideas, new ways to bring in a bigger profit. Morgana was part of this equation. She just didn't know it yet. I had her gagged and tied, and fuck, she had never looked more beautiful. I’d developed a bit of an infatuation with her, one that was growing worse by the day.  
 
    She had no idea how dangerous it was to be fully and wholly desired by someone like me.  
 
    All I ever wanted from women once I was done with them was silence and decay. One look in her eyes changed everything. Oh, I still wanted the decay, but I craved something different now. Being inside her, the way she craved the pain I longed to give, it made us a lethal combination of ecstasy. 
 
    It was a snowball effect I had no intention of stopping. I wanted to hear her screams of pleasure, and of suffering. I would brand her as mine, so everyone knew who she belonged to.  
 
    The mere thought made my heart race in anticipation. I'd make sure I was everything she ever wanted and needed. The excitement from my family when I broke the news was contagious. 
 
    I would never stop hurting, killing, or violating. There was a compulsion in my brain that wouldn't allow it. The bigger picture of what I wanted was still clear in my mind's eye, but to bring a woman into my world and awaken the unfeeling monster I knew she had inside her? The possibilities were endless for what that would mean. For what we could be together. 
 
    I was going to break her apart. I was going to tear her to pieces, and then rip them all up. It would be a new era at the Dahlia, and I was very much looking forward to it. I had been patient, charming, and every bit of a gentleman for so long. I couldn't take pretending to be someone else any longer. The good guy bullshit made me want to put a bullet in my brain.  
 
    It was time to give Morgana her first taste of the world she was about to be a part of. 
 
    Then, I would introduce her to the man she would forever be tied to. 
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    My wrists were tied behind my back, and there was a gag shoved in my mouth.  
 
    I was in a dining room; the long glass table gave that away a few seconds after I opened my eyes. Drapes of dark golden silk hung from the ridiculously tall windows to the shiny marble floor, prohibiting any from seeing out or in. 
 
    It wasn't rocket science to put two and two together. Julian was responsible for this. No one got randomly kidnapped in Riverview. 
 
    I groaned around my gag as all the pain in my body came rushing back, lids slamming shut when the light in the room suddenly went from dim to bright. 
 
    "Morgana," Julian purred, suddenly behind me. I tensed and tried to pull away, but I was stuck. Some type of twine-like material cut painfully into my wrist the moment I moved. 
 
    He ignored my obvious discomfort and distress, calmly brushing loose strands of hair away from my face, and then kissing my cheek. I turned my head and aimed daggers at him with my eyes. A genial smile was all he gave me in return. 
 
    "While I would love to sit and draw this out, we don't have time. The show must go on. Let’s get a few basics out of the way." He reached up and untied my gag. I opened and closed my mouth a few times to loosen my jaw, licking my lips. "You're home now. If you think you're going to escape, you won't. If you try and outsmart me, you'll discover I'm smarter. And if you ever think about trying to fuck me, I'll fuck you back twice as hard." 
 
    "Why are you doing this to me? What did I do?" I fought back the tears and forced my voice to remain level, refusing to fall apart in front of him. 
 
    "They always ask why." He sat down in the chair beside me with a sigh. "No. That's not right; you aren't them." He leaned back, rubbing his fingers across his lips. "I told you. You're mine. I don't know how much clearer I can make this. Should I spell it out on a Scrabble board? Tattoo my name on your ass in bold font?"  
 
    He flashed his perfect white teeth, but all his geniality fell vanished when I did nothing but glare. "Oh, come on. I'm not that bad. I can give you whatever your heart desires. Just don't try and leave me, and do exactly what I say." 
 
    "Is there a reason why I should do this? Or is my undying love for you supposed to be motivation? What the hell do you want from me?”" 
 
    “What do I want from you?” He leaned forward, bringing his palms together in prayer position. 
 
    "I want to fuck you. Hurt you. Break you. All at once." He watched me, seeming to contemplate something before continuing."I kill people Morgana. Not because I'm deranged or psychotic, but because some people don't deserve to live." I waited for a smile, a punchline, something that told me he wasn't serious.  
 
    There wasn't one. 
 
    My emotions couldn't be tamed. My heart was pounding so hard it hurt. Julian sat, looking as gorgeous as ever, calm and collected. 
 
    "You're insane. A...psycopath." 
 
    "I just told you I wasn't a psychopath. I'm not a serial killer, either. Stop being so fucking dramatic."  
 
    "Let me go, Jules. Why do you want me here?" His cheeks puffed out before he exhaled deeply, scrubbing a hand over his brow. 
 
    "I don't have the patience to deal with this. I don’t like to repeat myself or talk in circles. You aren't leaving. End of fucking story. Now, if I untie you, are you going to be a good girl?" 
 
    "Eat shit and die,” I snapped. 
 
    He raised his brows and let loose a throaty laugh.  
 
    "I just want you to know that you're wracking up quite a list of punishments. I have a reason for everything I do. Unfortunately, you haven't earned the right to ask me about them." His phone beeped and he glanced down at the screen. Whatever he saw must have been good news because when he looked at me again there was another full-blown smile on his face. 
 
    "Maybe this will help you fall into line." He got up from the table and left me alone for all of five minutes. I heard a small feminine yelp of pain, and then he came back. 
 
    Luca, his brother, was behind him, leading a girl in by her forearm. She had her head down so her dark hair curtained her face. 
 
    "Bailey, look up." Julian gripped her chin and tilted her head back. The void look in her brown eyes was disturbing. She stared at me for a full minute before a small sob rattled in her chest. That’s when I noticed her necklace—half a heart. 
 
    Nothing about this woman was familiar, but that necklace…a weight settled in the pit of my stomach. That had to be my sister’s. Otherwise, why show me this person? 
 
    Luca looked at me with a cruel smirk. 
 
    "If you’re good, this girl can live. I might even tell you why she’s wearing the other half of your pendant.” 
 
    I had so many questions that all began with Why? Anger trumped every prior emotion I had felt up until this point. He’d betrayed not only me, but my family. 
 
    "You sick, twisted sonofabitch. What did you do to my sister? Where’s Penny?" I pulled at my restraints as hard as I could. 
 
    He shook his head at me in mock disappointment. "I could tell him to snap her neck right now, and you wouldn't be able to stop him. Her death would be on your hands. As for your sister. Penny is in a much more compromised position. If you want answers, want your sister to live, I suggest you get your shit together and start listening." 
 
    It wasn’t hard to keep my mouth shut after that. I stared at the man standing in front of me trying to figure out who he was. He looked like my Julian, but he sure as hell didn’t behave the same. 
 
    “See, that wasn’t so hard was it?” 
 
    I shook my head, choosing to remain silent. 
 
    His intense stare roamed over my bruised body from head to toe, and then he reached down to where my hands were bound. Removing a small knife from his pocket, he cut the restraint off of me. 
 
    “Get up and follow me.” His dismissive tone left no room for arguing. He whispered something in his brother's ear before turning on his heel. 
 
    Knowing I had no other choice, I stood up and hurried after him like an obedient dog. Julian didn't acknowledge me as we walked through the dark house. Even when he opened the front door and stepped outside, not once did he look back to make sure I was behind him.  
 
    The sound of crickets assaulted my ears, I took a good look around at all the trees that surrounded this property. 
 
    If I made a run for it, I knew there would be nowhere to go. Chateau Dahlia was almost two hours away from my house, and further than that from town.  
 
    We walked around the side of the house, and without any warning he turned and grabbed a fistful of my hair. "I don’t appreciate the way you just behaved in front of my brother, so I want you to tell me you will do whatever I ask of you from here on out. No questions. No objections."  
 
    The grip he had on my head made the tiny hairs along my scalp burn. “Let go of me!” I screamed at him, shoving at his hand. 
 
    "I knew you’d be stubborn about this.” He clucked his tongue and dragged me forward. We passed a large stable and approached a shed.  
 
    His free hand flung the door open, and then he shoved me inside. I tripped over air and my knees hit a hardwood floor. The door slammed shut, locking us in total darkness. 
 
    "Take your clothes off." The sinister notes creeping into his voice chilled me to the core.  
 
    "Jules—" 
 
    " Do you think I'm doing this for my amusement? That I kept your sister alive for my enjoyment? There are human lives resting in your hands, and you are being as stubborn as you can." 
 
    My throat constricted, a steady stream of tears streaming down my cheeks. I couldn’t think of one reason why he was doing this to me. It had to be more than just my attempt to end things. I didn’t want anyone to die because of me regardless of what I had done for him to treat me like this. 
 
    It was  becoming clearer and clearer that begging, pleading, crying would get me nowhere with him. Squeezing my eyes shut, I removed my clothes with shaking hands all the way down to my bra and underwear. 
 
    "Don't move, and don't turn around."  
 
    There was a soft rustling sound behind me that had my pulse quickening.  
 
    The leather connected with my skin a split second after he gave that warning. I yelped at the unexpected hit and sharp sting.  
 
    There wasn't a moment’s reprieve. 
 
    The blows came simultaneously. They weren't measured, timed, or strategically placed. My shoulders to my calves were all targets.With every hit, the skin became more tender, more raw, more painful. I grit my teeth, choking on tears, crying out as I sank to the dusty floor and covered my head. 
 
    Something else was mixed with the pain. It embarrassed and angered me. I told myself that my mind only made it seem like it was there. 
 
    When Julian finally stopped, my skin was torn in some places; welts covered the rest. I couldn't push myself up. I wanted to curl up in a ball and sleep this all away. 
 
    "I don't want it to be like this...you mean too much to me. I just can't….I’m sorry, Dollface."  
 
    The soothing tone of his voice, and hearing the nickname only he called me had me breaking down in sobs. Ugly, loud chest heaving sobs.  
 
    My head spun in so many directions that I began to wonder if my mind was distorting my reality. Could the man I loved really be so heartless? A killer? Julian's hands landed on my hips, pressing down on fresh welts. I hissed in pain, trying to wriggle away, discovering he’d removed layers of his own clothing. 
 
    "No, no, no,” I hiccuped the mantra, knowing I was in no position to fight him off. It was more than just what was clearly coming, that had me going into a state of silent panic. He’d easily discovered a way to take ownership of my body—making it hurt. 
 
    Concise clarity came on the heels of the endorphins sending a euphoric high pumping through my veins. This was why he’d push me a little more every time things got rough when we were in bed. I never broke, never objected or asked him to stop. 
 
    Calling me a masochist seemed to tame of a word. The more something hurt the more I longed for to feel it, and what he did paled drastically in comparison to my cutters knife. 
 
    The pain was my pleasure, the pleasure was my pain. It was something I could never rationalize, but needed to feel sane. It stopped my head from spinning. I never understood how vicious mood swings could be affected by my altered sense of pain, but they were. 
 
    "Shhh, I know you want this. Don't fight me." Julian reached down and cupped my pussy, feeling my obvious arousal. "You’re soaking my fingers," he soughed, pulling my ass up so his dick was level with my entrance.  
 
    I braced myself as the head of his cock eased inside me inch by inch. When he was fully seated, he stilled. His warm breath skated over my back, making me shudder. The need for him to move became stronger the longer he didn't. Shame and desire waged war in my chest, and in my heart. 
 
    I I knew right then that I was a terribly fucked up person. I think I’d always known. There was a list of shit that went on in my head—a list that would make people gasp and throw holy water on me if they ever found out what was on it. 
 
    "Tell me you want me to fuck you." His voice was hoarse and husky.  
 
    I wanted to turn and claw his face off. He’d kidnapped me, beaten me with a belt, and now he had his dick deep I nside my pussy on the dirty floor of a shed.  
 
    “Tell me nicely,” he rasped, pulling out just to ease back in. 
 
    Squeezing my eyes shut, as if that would block out what I was doing, I dropped my forehead to the floor with a soft thud. "Please...fuck me."  
 
    His hand tangled in my hair and yanked my head back up as he withdrew, slamming into me with a much harsher thrust that time. My walls contracted around his thick cock. He reached between my legs and  began to roll the little nub of nerves, faster and faster, the same way he was fucking me. 
 
    "Julian," I half sobbed, half moaned. The wooden floor ground into my knees and rubbed my elbows raw. My ass jiggled from the force of his thrusts.  
 
    An intense burn worked its way up my spine and spread through my lower stomach, down to my core. 
 
    I tried to fight off the pleasure, to force myself not to let him give this to me, but he knew me too well. An annoyed sound left his mouth. I was flipped over, crying out as the grimy floor met with my damaged back. 
 
    Julian was between my legs, forcing his cock inside me before I could attempt to escape. Every movement made the welts rub against the wood. He returned one hand to my clit and wrapped the other around my throat. 
 
    "You're a dirty whore," he grumbled, putting pressure on my neck. "Come for me." 
 
    The pleasure won. The fire inside me exploded with a fierce intensity. My cries and heavy pants reverberated around us. He continued to rub my clit and choke me, pushing me right into another climax as he continued fucking me. I was still trying to clear my head when he thrust a final time and brought his mouth down to mine. 
 
    His tongue dominated mine, his cock jerking as it emptied inside me. I was stuck in a daze when he moved away from me to grab his things. 
 
    He left me naked on the floor with his come dripping between my legs, his marks on my back, and the scent of him rubbed into my skin. 
 
    I'd never felt as small as I did then. 
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    I’d been crawling around in the dark, searching for a way out for hours, or maybe days. I had no way of telling time.  
 
    When I found what I thought was a door I attempted to open it, leaving me with a few bloodied nails and splinters lodged beneath my skin. Perspiration beaded between my breasts and trickled over my welts. 
 
    This was agony. 
 
    I propped myself against a wall with my right shoulder, solely concentrating on breathing.  
 
    I ignored the pain that was no longer pleasurable. The hunger making me want to curl into a ball, my painfully full bladder, and the sheen of dust that had me ready to rip my skin off. I simply inhaled. Exhaled. Repeated. 
 
    When a fuzzy white light suddenly came on, I thought I was dreaming. I'd felt my way around this box of a shed from top to bottom and hadn’t felt anything remotely like what appeared to be a small screen.  
 
    I squinted as my eyes adjusted, and the picture became clearer. It was some type of examination room. A man was inside setting up something on a side-table. When he was done, another man entered, dragging a naked male behind him. 
 
    It took both men to strap the third one down. As they exited, one flipped the light switch on the wall, bathing the room in a red glow. When nothing else happened after a few minutes, I edged closer to the screen. 
 
    The person restrained struggled, yelling around the gag in his mouth. Two new people entered the room once he seemed to tire a bit.  
 
    I was almost positive the man in the navy tux was Porter, Julian's brother. The woman wasn’t recognizable, and the medical masks and gloves didn’t remotely go with what their flashy attire.  
 
    They had a quiet conversation with one another. Porter nodded and walked across the room to the side-table. The woman approached the restrained man and removed his gag, smacking him across the face as soon as he began to beg. 
 
    My eyes darted between the two of them. Porter returned to her side with some type of container held carefully in his gloved hands. when the brunette bent down and picked up a hooked rod from somewhere off screen. She then used it to lift the man’s flaccid penis.  
 
    Porter raised the container, hovering it a few inches about the limp member.  
 
    "Please, no!" 
 
    The plea blasted through the screen’s tiny speaker. Of course, it was ignored. 
 
    Porter tilted the container and liquid spilled out. The howl of pain that followed froze the blood in my veins. I'd never heard a human being make the kind of sounds this man was. 
 
    I watched in sick, fascinated horror as an acidic liquid eroded his penis before my widened eyes. I gaped at the monitor, not believing any of what I was seeing could be real. 
 
    The screen abruptly shut off, leaving me in the dark for a few seconds before it cut back on, showcasing a different room entirely. This one looked more like something you would see in an insane asylum. There was one rounded window far too high to look out of, and slate gray walls. 
 
    A thin, skeletal looking woman with ragged hair paced the length of the room, wearing a nightgown that had seen much better days. Her neck was wrapped in a thick gauze like bandage, leading me to believe she’d tried to hurt herself.  
 
    Her feet came to a complete stop, and she tilted her head to the side as if she’d heard something. 
 
    Slowly, she began to turn towards the camera at the same time it zoomed in. 
 
    As soon as I saw her, I swear my heart stopped. Everything about her was different, but one thing I would never forget is my sister’s face. 
 
    I sought out the time stamp in the corner of the screen. Was that...today? Yesterday? I waited with bated breath to get another glimpse, but the shed remained dark.  
 
    Pulling my knees to my chest, I tried to make sense of what was going on. What if none of this was even real? 
 
    Why would Julian do this? What did he have to gain from any of it? I wasn't sure those answers mattered anymore. All I wanted was to go home with my sister. 
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    How did I get here? 
 
    I stared up at a dimmed chandelier, trying to remember when I left the shed.  
 
    I couldn’t. 
 
    I had no recollection of me getting up and walking out of that tiny building. I didn’t even know where the door was to do so. Obviously, someone had moved me, though. 
 
    Beneath me was one of the most comfortable mattresses I'd ever been on, and a silk sheet was drawn up to my chin. 
 
    I brought my hands from under it and saw they were bandaged, clean, and didn't hurt near as much now that the splinters were gone. Upon further inspection, my whole body had been tended to and cleaned.  
 
    Why couldn’t I remember any of this happening? 
 
    "How are you feeling?"  
 
    The soft voice had me jumping out of my skin. Pressing a gauzed palm to my chest, I looked over at the mousey brunette Julian called Bailey. She was dressed comfortably in jeans and a t-shirt, and her hair was pulled into a ponytail. 
 
    She was sitting on the far side of the room in a large armchair, diagonal from a large fireplace. I studied her face, noting she looked a little more alive than the last time I'd seen her. My sister’s necklace was still around her neck. 
 
    "How did you get my--."  
 
    “Wait.” She cut me off and stood up, proceeding to pick up a round pitcher of water from an end table. 
 
    She walked over to the side of the bed and wordlessly poured it into a glass I hadn’t noticed was on the nightstand, offering it to me when she finished. I took it from her, bringing it to my mouth for a small sip, and then another. The liquid was refreshingly cool and quenched a thirst I didn’t realize I had. 
 
    "I know you're confused, and you have questions. The only thing I’m permitted to tell you is that Penny, your sister, she isn’t who you remember. Her mind is gone.” Bailey took a step back and faced me head on. “Whatever happens from here on out will be based on the choices you make. Our lives all depend on it, so please don't make Mr. Andreou angry.” 
 
    “Then tell me how you got my sister’s necklace because she’d never take it off. Tell me why I’m here and what he wants.” 
 
    She stared at me a moment, and then a slow smile spread across her face just before she turned and walked out of the room. 
 
    What the hell was so amusing? 
 
    “Hey!” I slammed the water down on the nightstand. The jerky motion reminded me that I wasn’t one hundred percent. My body was still bruised and welted. I was surprised at how little pain I felt leading up to this. 
 
    Undeterred, I shoved the sheet away from me and went to stand from the bed. Bailey slammed the door behind her, a crystal-clear click followed her departure. 
 
    The little bitch had locked me in. 
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    When I opened my eyes again, there was a warm glow coming from the fire now burning inside the fireplace. 
 
    At least I hadn’t woken up in a new strange place, or worse, back in that shed. I felt oddly secure knowing I was in Julian's room. 
 
    I concluded that’s where I had to be because every time I breathed I inhaled his familiar scent, and I doubted he’d put me in another man’s bed. 
 
    As if I’d conjured him up, he waltzed through a doorway I could only assume led to a bathroom seeing as he was nearly completely nude, donning only a black towel around his hips. 
 
    "How are you feeling?" 
 
    “What?” I couldn’t believe he asked me that. I’d have been fine if it wasn’t for him. A million responses circled around in my head, but none of them were the kind I should voice aloud. 
 
    I tracked Julian’s movements across the room. His toned body was absent of any scars. His jet-black hair was damp yet sculpted into a perfect sleek style. He turned to look at me, and for a minute or two that’s all he did. The tattoo on his chest gave me the glare I expected from him. 
 
    I held his gaze and waited for the hatred or rage from what he had done to consume me, but there was nothing. Knowing what I did now I at the very least thought I should have felt some repulsion. Again, there was nothing. He was still Julian, only now he no longer had his wolf on a leash. 
 
    "I may have went a little too far,” he began. 
 
    “You had me kidnapped. You locked me in a shed after…after you raped me.” 
 
    “Rape?” He made a sound in the back of his throat. “That would mean I took something that didn’t belong to me. Every inch of you, from the roots on your head to the toes on your feet belong to me.” 
 
    There was a finality to each word he spoke. I wasn’t sure how to poach the largest elephant in the room without potentially angering him or speaking out of line.  
 
    I wasn’t afraid of Julian, not even this extremely wicked version of him, but I was terrified of what he might do to my sister. So, I kept the snuff film comment to myself.  
 
    “And the shed?” 
 
    “That wasn’t a shed. It was the holding room my grandparents’ used.” 
 
    My father told me this place had once been a swine farm, but common sense told me Julian wasn’t reffering to pigs. After baring witness to a man’s cock being eaten away by acid, I didn’t want to believe he meant humans. I didn’t want to accept that the man I adored was a vile monster. I didn’t want to believe he was responsible for my sister’s disappearance.  
 
    All of that was true, though. A bitter, jagged pill to swallow, one that had somehow gotten stuck in my throat.  
 
    "What is this place Jules? Why am I here? Where is Penny?” 
 
    He regarded me studiously before seemingly coming to a decision. "This is Chateau Dahlia. A sanctuary for the twisted and depraved.” 
 
    “So then why am I here?” 
 
    “Because not only are you both, you’re mine.” 
 
    My mouth opened and closed but nothing came out.  
 
    I didn’t know how to respond to that. I almost wished I was afraid. Fear seemed like an appropriate reaction. Something a normal girl would have felt.  
 
    That was the problem.  
 
    I’d never been classified as normal, had no idea what it meant to be simpy mundane. People in Riverview could attest to that. Twisted and depraved had never made the list of names they called me though. No one had ever claimed me as theirs, either. 
 
    Still… 
 
    “I don’t understand.” 
 
    “I know you don’t. I think that’s best for the time being. Not everything going on around you is as it seems.” He let that cryptic statement marinate between us, turning away to remove some clothes from the wardrobe. 
 
    Trying to leave here obviously wasn’t an option. Fighting him was futile. Outsmarting him was laughable, Julian was disturbingly cunning. My only option thus far seemed to be me going along with this for now until I had a clearer picture of what was going on. 
 
    There had to be a reason for this, one bigger than his desire for me. Otherwise, why would he have Penny too? 
 
    "What do you really want?" 
 
    He didn’t reply right away, continuing to dress in his usual immaculate attire. Once his shiny dress shoes were on he shut the wardrobe and came over to sit on the edge of the bed.  
 
    Placing his hand gently on my knee, he looked me in the eyes. "I want you to be everything I need." Adding, "I need a partner.” 
 
    It wasn’t a stretch of the imagination for me to realize what he meant by that. I felt the color slip from my face. “You want me to hurt someone?” I shook my head vigourously from left to right. "I can't do that. I won't." 
 
    “You won’t?” A cruel, amused smirk added a tilt to his lips. 
 
    “I didn’t mean that,” I rushed out, realizing my mistake. "I will do whatever you want. Just, please don't hurt my family or friends,” I stated in a calmer tone. 
 
    He stared at me, his face set in an impassive mask. I stared back, refusing to look away and submit entirely. 
 
    This was a petty act of defiance on my end, but I couldn’t stand feeling so weak and defenseless. I knew Julian held all the power right now, but I was going to pretend I had some of my own. I was certain he knew what I was doing, but he didn’t comment on it.  
 
    "I'm going to find you some food, and then we can discuss what happens next." He stood up and adjusted his cuff links, leaning down to place a kiss on my forehead before leaving the room.  
 
    As soon as the lock clicked into place I released the breath I was holding, fisting the silken sheets to keep my hands from trembling.
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    I watched her on camera from the comfort of my office. 
 
    Her knees were pulled up to her chest, head down. Her body may have looked broken, but there was a fire in her eyes that gave me a sense of pride. The small defiant act she pulled was amusing, to say the least. It proved I’d made the right choice. My father had been on the fence at first, but now that certain things had come to light, we were both pleased with my decision. 
 
    It worked out better this way, anyhow. Penny was the opposite of Morgana and not in a good way. She was also useless to me, but I didn’t need to share that little bit of information yet. Right now, I needed Morgana to become so entangled in my web of deceit that she’d never find her way out.  
 
    When all was said and done, maybe then I’d let her know the truth. I was the only one in her life that would do so. The issue was her not being able to handle it. One must use caution when dealing with a fragile mind. Considering everything she knew to be true was a lie, it might be better to leave her in the dark. Regardless, I was going to take everything from her until all she had left was me. She would end where I began, and I would begin where she ended. 
 
    My family was counting on me to keep the Andreou legacy alive. I wouldn't let them down. Morgana would be by my side till the end. All she had to do was look pretty, and occasionally get her hands a little bloody. 
 
    It was really that simple. 
 
    My world was her world now, and it could rival the sweetest dream, or become her worst nightmare. 
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    When Julian returned with a tray of food, I was in the same position he’d left me in. 
 
    He moved the pitcher and empty glass of water out of his way, and then set down a silver tray.  
 
    “I wanted to give you something that would be easy on your stomach.” 
 
    I pursed my lips and eyed the tray’s contents. A bowl of chicken noodle soup, a pack of round crackers, and a small plate of fresh fruit. 
 
    His actions continued to confuse me. The easy switch between hot and cold turned my brain into a spin top. 
 
    After everything that had transpired, he was concerned about me having an upset stomach? It didn’t make sense. Whatever, I was too hungry to turn the food away. I grabbed the tray and placed it on my lap, running a finger over the plastic spork. Of course, I wouldn’t be given real silverware. 
 
    Julian perched on the edge of the bed again, watching me closely. An unnerving silence stretched between us as I ate. I tried my best to ignore his presence, focusing on how good the soup tasted. I snuck a glance at him, quickly looking away when his eyes flashed to mine.  
 
    Wolf, I thought bitterly, slurping down some warm broth. He was a psychotic wolf, and I was a mentally unstable sheep. Nothing good could come putting the two of us together. 
 
    When I ate all that I could he wordlessly took the tray and placed it back on the nightstand.  
 
    "I know what you're thinking." He slipped his hands into his pockets and turned like he was going to walk away, turning back at the last second. “I can see it in your eyes.” 
 
    What the hell? “I have no idea what you’re talking about.” 
 
    “I beg to differ.” He grabbed hold of the sheet and pulled it away, leaving my naked body exposed. I crossed my arms over my chest, stiffening as he settled himself on the bed, grabbing my knees and spreading them apart.  
 
    “Julian,” I pleaded. 
 
    He ignored me and positioned his body in the space he’d created, and then forced me down onto my back. 
 
    A hiss flew from my mouth as silk rubbed against welts. My hands instinctively went to his chest, pushing against solid muscle to dislodge him. With little effort, he took my wrists and gently pinned them above my head, making me sink further into the mattress.  
 
    "You think I’m insane, don’t you? Like I don't know the difference between right and wrong.” 
 
    “That's not the case at all. I'm very aware of the things I do, the boundaries I cross. Fuck boundaries; they don't mean shit to me." 
 
    "I never thought...any of that," I whispered beneath the sound of my pulse pounding in my ears. 
 
    "Good. In case you did, let me remind you. When I fuck you after you tell me no, that's not wrong. If I hung Tony from a meat hook, cut his balls off and then fed them to him for interfering with our relationship, that might be wrong."  
 
    My lids fluttered in utter confusion. Where had that come from? How did he know Tony told me about him and his family? The only way that was possible were if he had been listening in on my phone conversations, or he had Tony too.  
 
    That thought had renewed fear settling in my gut. Not for myself, but for my friend. 
 
    "Who are you?" Even at his worst, Julian had never been this cruel to me, so cold and careless. 
 
    "I'm the man who owns you, and that’s all that matters at this point." 
 
    "I hate you.” I choked on the words wishing they were true.  
 
    I dug deep within myself to find the hatred he deserved, but it was the equivalent of trying to light a candle in the pouring rain. 
 
    "Oh, we both know that’s not true. Even if it were, you’re going to love everything I do to you." He lurched down, biting my lips until I squealed from the pain. Taking advantage, he pushed his tongue between them, skimming it over the roof of my mouth. 
 
    Keeping hold of my wrist with one hand, he reached between us and undid his slacks, freeing his cock. 
 
    “No," I whimpered.  
 
    He gave me a dimpled smile drenched in sex and full of devilry. Moving at a slow, steady pace, he released my wrists and wrapped one of his hands around my throat to keep in place as he guided his head to my slit. 
 
    With one last sardonic smile, he flexed his hips, burying himself inside my pussy. A sound between pain and pleasure unfurled in my chest, escaping from my throat. He repeated the motion twice more before settling into a brutal pace. 
 
    The headboard rocked into the wall as he pounded into me. I clawed at his forearms, crying out every time his cock hit the end of my pussy. He pushed himself deeper, thrusting harder. Skin slapping against skin and our bodies coming together echoed inside the room.  
 
    He shoved me down into the mattress. His grip around my neck grew firmer, restricting my breathing. Part of me didn't want this from him, despised him for what he took from me without permission.  
 
    Then there was the other part. The fucked-up part of me I refused to acknowledge. The one that craved this man and all the pain he caused me. I needed to be fucked this way.  
 
    Brutally.  
 
    Possessively.  
 
    Without mercy. 
 
    My pleasure was his pleasure, but my pain was his ecstasy. The overwhelming desire to be hurt like this defied logic. I couldn't begin to explain it and when he was inside me, I didn’t care. 
 
    "We’re getting married," he ground out suddenly, not slowing his pace.  
 
    If my eyes could have bugged out of my head they would have. He lurched down again, capturing my mouth and cutting off my garbled protest. 
 
    He slowed, rolling his hips to hit the sweet spot inside me. As pressure built in my core, my pussy began to tighten around his cock, his grip grew tighter against my throat. 
 
    He pushed a little deeper, causing an inferno of pleasure to sweep over my body. As I floated down into an abyss, he picked up his pace, fucking me until he found his own release. 
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    Julian was gone when I woke up. 
 
    I had to of been out for a good few hours that this time because sunlight was streaming through a gap in his drapes. 
 
    I brought my hands to my throat, wincing when I felt the raw skin from Julian's lingering throttle marks. I loathed the idea of moving much more than this, but my need to shower and scrub away what we did in the night trumped everything else. 
 
    Forcing myself to get out of bed, I hobbled to the bathroom, dragging my feet across the cold marble floor. 
 
    It was a masculine space much like the bedroom, done in black and smoke-y gray. I wasn’t surprised. Julian was one of the most eligible bachelors in Riverview.  
 
    The shower was large and had more heads than necessary, but it was easy enough to figure out. I adjusted the nozzles, and then turned to my reflection as I waited for the water to heat up. There wasn’t anything remotely attractive about my appearance right now. 
 
    The bruising on my body was fading to a dull, ugly color. My hair was a tangled mess, lips swollen. My eyes looked glazed, and there was a flush staining my cheeks that I didn't want to acknowledge.  
 
    With a frown, I turned away and stepped into the shower cubicle. I tilted my head back and shut my eyes, sighing deeply as the hot spray soothed my aching limbs and helped take a bit of the edge off my frazzled mind.  
 
    I turned to wipe a bit of condensation off the glass and jumped back in surprise when I spotted Bailey. She was leaning against the long vanity, watching me. Even caught she simply stood there and continued to stare. I crossed my arms to cover my chest, hoping the remaining fog hid my lower half. 
 
    "Is everything okay?" I shut the shower off and poked my head out. "Bailey?" It took me saying her name to snap her out of the daze she was in. 
 
    "Oh, I brought your dress for tonight. Julian wants me to help get you ready." 
 
    “What’s—hang on.” I reached back and shut the shower off, so I didn’t have to yell to be heard. “What’s tonight?” 
 
    She grabbed one of the plush towels, and then held it over the shower door so I didn’t have to step out completely nude. 
 
    "Thanks," I muttered, wrapping it around as me as fast as I could to cover the scars on my thighs. 
 
    She continued to watch until I stopped and returned her stare. I hadn’t forgotten the way she smiled at me the night before. 
 
    I may not have been the best judge of character, but something was off about this girl. It was almost as if she didn’t like me. I wondered if that had anything to do with my sister since she was wearing her necklace. 
 
    I slipped out from the confines of the cubicle, looking her over a little more closely. “How long have you been at Dahlia?” 
 
    “Long enough.” Her eyes narrowed when they landed on the evident handprints around my neck. It felt intrusive, like I was letting her see something more personal than my naked body. 
 
    "So, can you tell me how this place works?" The last thing I wanted to do was discuss my dark kinks and what Julian did to me 
 
    She made a low sound in her throat and started to walk towards the door. "Have you ever heard of a snuff film?"  
 
    "I know they're not real."  
 
    "The concept behind them is." 
 
    I tightened my grip on the towel and stepped forward, moving away from the small puddle my wet hair had created.  
 
    "And that concept is? 
 
    "Some people are perverse and twisted enough to pay good money for illicit things."  
 
    I thought back to the video and the man whose genitals were doused in sulfuric acid. Why would anyone want to watch something like that, willingly? Why did I? 
 
    "How does he get away with this?" 
 
    “He has his ways, they all do.” She grabbed a large garment bag from the back of the door, and then turned back towards me.  
 
    “They?” 
 
    She all but thrust the bag into my hands, her features pinched in what I could only assume was irritation. I wrapped my fingers around the metal hanger, taking note of how long it was. Curious, I lifted a bit of the covering to see what the thing looked like.  
 
    "Is this supposed to be a wedding gown?" I didn’t wait for her response. 
 
    My heart was seconds away from flopping out of my chest. I tore the covering away, revealing a lace-y white gown that was light, but embellished enough to look glamorous.  
 
    “I didn’t think he was being serious.” 
 
    “You thought he was joking?”  
 
    “Yes. I mean, no. I don’t know. Why is he doing this?” I’m sure asking her was pointless, but I was desperate. No one married under these conditions, not this fast, and certainly not a girl like me. 
 
    "What Julian wants, Julian always gets," Bailey mumbled. 
 
    "How do you know so much about him?" 
 
    "I've been around for a while.” 
 
    Maybe that should have made me feel bad for her. After all, who knows what had happened to this girl in the time she was here, or how she wound up at Dahlia to begin with, but I couldn’t bring myself to care.  
 
    “Look,” she sighed. “Just let me help you get ready, and then you can go to Julian.” 
 
    Julian? I crushed the wedding gown between my fists. I didn’t want to go to Julian. I wanted to get my sister and go home. 
 
    I knew that wasn’t an option. So, I took a deep breath and nodded curtly. “I don’t have much of a choice, do I?” 
 
    She shook her head, appearing almost sympathetic for once. “No, no you don’t.” 
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    It didn't matter how many times I looked in the mirror, I couldn’t recognize the girl was staring back at me. The lace-y gown was a perfect fit, hugging the subtle curves I did have and swell of my breasts. 
 
    Bailey had blended something on my neck to hide the ligature marks, doing the same for anywhere else a bruise or scar was layered. 
 
    "You look gorgeous,” she stated, catching me off guard with how honest she sounded.  
 
    I shrugged it off. It wasn’t as if this was a joyous occasion. Nothing about it was okay, or normal, in any sense of the word. I was wearing a beautiful dress, dolled up more than I'd ever been in my life, being forced to marry a man whose madness had no limits.  
 
    There were so many things wrong with all of this. My head was on the verge of exploding. 
 
    A knock on the door pulled my attention away from the mirror. I glanced over my shoulder just as a familiar brunette walked in.  
 
    I homed in on her visible dragonfly tattoo, dragging my gaze up to her face. "Kelly?" I whirled around with my mouth agape. 
 
    "Ugh, I hate that name. Call me Belle." She gave me a smile made of ice. 
 
    "What are you doing? He said she wasn't ready!" Bailey snapped. 
 
    "He said a lot of things." Belle waved her off and settled the full weight of her scrutiny on me. "I always thought you were prettier than your sister was. And you're saner too, which says a lot.” 
 
    Her words rang untrue. Penny wasn’t insane, not the Penny I knew. Then again, what did I know about anything?  
 
    Kelly—Belle—whatever the fuck her name was had befriended me within my first month of moving to town. There’d never been any indication she knew the same Andreous she always lusted over. If she wasn’t who she said she was, and neither was Julian, then maybe my sister wasn’t either. 
 
    “What the hell is happening?” I wondered aloud. 
 
    "Julian,” Belle replied flippantly. 
 
    I shook my head and strode forward, shoving past them. They trailed after me, but neither attempted to block my path. 
 
    The door leading out into the hall had been left wide open, so I went right through that one too, pausing for a second once I stepped out. 
 
    I’d never been past the foyer of the Chateau. This was all alien to me. I didn’t care to explore right then, though. I needed to find the man I wanted to avoid. 
 
    It seemed the simplest way to do that was follow the voices coming from somewhere below. I ignored everything around me as I rushed down the stairs. The dimmed lights, the smell of warm food permeating the air, and the half-naked redhead playing the piano.  
 
    My feet carried me straight to the backyard. A bonfire was lit; a few men stood around, jovially conversing in tuxedos, and an even number of women in flashy gowns were relaxed in foldaway chairs.  
 
    How did he do this so fast?  
 
    "Morgana, slow down," Bailey huffed, reaching out and grabbing my hand. 
 
    "Tell me what the hell is going on," I snapped at her, no longer giving a damn about her odd disposition. She rolled her lips together and gave me a timid look. 
 
    "Screw this." Spinning on my heel, I marched across the backyard, barefoot, pissed off, and certain I'd finally lost my mind. 
 
    Julian was talking to the blonde from the gala, the one I thought he’d said was dead. Their heads were leaned in much too close, and they were speaking too low. Without hesitation or second guessing, I marched right up to him.  
 
    "Morgana." His eyes drifted up and down my body before meeting mine. A sardonic grin on his face. 
 
    "Tell me what the hell is going on." People turned their heads to watch our interaction, and for once, I didn't care about the attention. 
 
    "We're getting married." His tone was teasing.  
 
    "Stop fucking with me!" I yelled at him, causing his smile to fall away.  
 
    “Excuse us,” he directed to the blonde before taking hold of my arm and leading me away from his guest. When we were out of hearing he palmed the back of my head in what would appear to be an affectionate gesture from afar and leaned down to whisper in my ear. 
 
    "You have less than one minute to get your shit together. I don't need to remind you what's at stake. All I need is for you to do is look pretty and do as you're told. Do you get that, Morgana? Because so far, I've given you more chances than I would my own mother." His voice may have been quiet, but his anger was loud. I nodded, afraid if I pushed him too far, he would snap again. 
 
    "Good, now let's get this over with. You look gorgeous in that dress, but I'd rather see you without it." All dimpled smiles once more, he took my hand and led me back towards the bonfire. 
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    She looked divine—my perfect, twisted angel. I could see the cracks slowly widening in her armor. Yet, she refused to completely shatter. Her ability to remain stable throughly impressed me. It made me want to fuck her mind much harder than her body. 
 
    Kidnapped to be partially reunited with the sister she thought was missing. Locked in the dark, forced to watch one of Dahlia’s exclusive shows. Finding out Belle was my pawn as Kelly. 
 
    To top all of that off, our wedding I was positive she didn't want. None of it made her head spin off her shoulders. She was still the same Morgana, utterly perfect for me. 
 
    The Chateau would have its very first Mistress after fifteen years. I wasn't worried about her getting away. Even if she did, it wouldn't be hard to prove that my wife was unstable. I'd just drag her ass back and show her why she needed me. 
 
    There was heavy melancholy in her gorgeous eyes. Her lovely pink lips were set in a firm line. I searched her face for hatred and found none. Of course, there wouldn't be any.  
 
    She could never hate me. We were too much alike. The only difference between us was that I didn't feel the need to hide in a shell.  
 
    My mother sat beaming at us from the front row of chairs; my father had a similar, not as noticeable expression on his face. Nothing mattered right now except the sweet woman in front of me. 
 
    When our officiant gave the cue, I slid the ring onto her finger.  
 
    It was an heirloom from my great-grandmother. My own ring was simple: black, plain, and already on my hand. 
 
    She was so calm. I expected tears, or at the very least, a tantrum. Her eyes studied me, trying to figure me out. She never would, not unless I wanted her to. 
 
    When it was time to kiss, she still didn't fight me. Her lips parted against mine with ease, her soft hands cupped my face, and kissed me back. She tasted like bittersweet heaven.  
 
    The few people around us clapped 
 
    I pulled away from her and saw the first scornful little gleam in her eyes. It did nothing to make her look like any less the queen I thought she was. It excited me on a level she wouldn’t understand. I knew she’d fight me one way or another, and not with words or petty disobedience.  
 
    She was going to use her delicate mind, which made me want her even more. It took a someone just a tad insane to match what, and who, I was.  
 
    A beautiful woman was a beautiful woman, but a beautiful woman with a brain? That was crucial to my operation. A necessary trait for what I had planned next. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 [image: A monkey hanging from a tree  Description automatically generated]Chapter Nineteen 
 
    I could do this. 
 
     I could remain intact and fall apart later. There was something else going on here, something deliberately being kept from me. That was painfully obvious. 
 
    The list of questions I wanted answered was growing by the minute. If I kept my head high, mouth shut, and held onto the wisp of clarity I had left, I might be okay. 
 
    Someone else's tactic may have been fighting him, testing him, or falling apart. None of that would get me anywhere, and it could potentially get someone close to me killed. I wasn't going to call him on his bluff. 
 
    My lips remained in a straight line as he led me deeper into the dark. We walked on a worn path, side by side. I was cognizant of the guests trailing after us. His brothers joked with the dates they were with; his mother was telling another woman about my dress. Everyone was completely fine with what was transpiring. It was an ordinary evening in the realm of psychos. 
 
    Two noticeable people missing from this event were my parents. They had to of started searching for me already. Otherwise they would have been here. They’d never missed an Andreou function. I couldn’t help but wonder how Julian planned to keep this silent. If word got out who his bride was, my mom and dad would know exactly what happened to me. 
 
    Even if it somehow didn’t, my father was the Andreou accountant. He’d have to show up sooner than later. 
 
    He had no idea this part of Chateau Dahlia existed, though. Right? 
 
    Julian gave my hand a squeeze, pulling me back to a grim reality just as we emerged into a round clearing with a decent sized hole in the center. The smell was putrid, rancid. I repeatedly swallowed to stop myself from gagging up the bile in my empty stomach. Tears formed in my burning eyes. 
 
    "What are we doing here?" With a hand over my nose, I looked at him. A few people behind us coughed. Someone else vomited and laughed at the same time. 
 
    "It's tradition that the bride makes her first kill on her wedding night." He said this as mundanely as someone announcing it would rain the next day. We looked at one another, and I began to shake my head, suddenly much more aware of all the eyes drilling into my back. 
 
    "No. You don't do that. Forget them; this is for me and you.” He reached out and gripped my chin painfully tight, standing in front of my anxiety like a brick wall.  
 
    "I don't know if—" 
 
    "If you say you can't, I'll use someone as a replacement," he breathed in my ear. 
 
    "Bailey." He stepped away from me and motioned her forward when I failed to respond. When she got within reaching distance, he grabbed hold of her shoulder and maneuvered her so that she was facing me. 
 
    He pulled a bayonet from within his tuxedo pocket and placed it against her throat. No one around us said a word or stepped in to stop him. A soft whimper slipped from her lips when he dug the tip into her neck, a little pebble of blood welling up where it stuck. 
 
    "Why do you want me to do this?" My heart was beating erratically; I had to tell myself to breathe. No one here was going to help me. This was their twisted little world, and right now I was an outsider. 
 
    "Who, Jules? Who is it?" I rushed out, remembering my fuck up the first time he asked me a question. From the wicked smile on his face, I knew I'd succeeded in pleasing him. For now. 
 
    "You’re a fast learner, Mrs. Andreou." 
 
    "Who. Is. It?" No way was I acknowledging that last name. For the sake of making it through the next five minutes, I couldn't. 
 
    "Joseph, go on up, honey." Julian’s mother spoke sweetly to a man I couldn't see. When Joseph finally hobbled forward with a smile on his face, my mouth dropped. He was our officiant. 
 
    "I can't kill a priest." I mentally cursed everyone who laughed, as if I'd just told a joke.  
 
    "Any particular reason why?" Julian questioned amusedly. 
 
    "Yeah, I don't want to burn in hell beside you." He gave me the biggest smile he had thus far, showcasing his deep dimples and perfect teeth, adding beauty to his face that he didn't deserve. He should have been ugly; it would have matched his insides better. 
 
    Joseph placed his hand on my shoulder and gave a slight shake of his head. "None of that. I have roughly a month left to live, and the Andreous have always been good to me. They do good work here. I'd be honored to go out by the new Mistress." 
 
    Mistress?  
 
    "It's hard now. It gets better." He kissed my cheek and gave me a warm smile.  
 
    Julian took the bayonet away from Bailey’s throat and held it out to me. All I could do was stare at the wicked looking blade, unable to physically take it from him. 
 
    "I'll help you, Dollface." He moved away from Bailey and wrapped his arms around me from behind, pressing the black handle into my palm.  
 
    “What is wrong with you people?” I whispered, watching Joseph kneel in front of me like he was sacrificing himself to the gods. "This can’t be real."  
 
    "Let me show you how real this is." Julian murmured in my ear.  
 
    Nothing about what happened next would ever leave my memory.  
 
    Julian covered my shaking hand with his, lowering it to assist me in dragging the bayonet across Joseph’s neck. It took more pressure than I thought it would, and the angle in which we pressed the knife down felt strange.  
 
    The smile on Joseph's face and his blood spraying out onto my dress shocked me to somewhere I couldn't come back from.  
 
    I was still staring down at his body when people began to clap. I looked up to a sea of monsters, celebrating a loss of life.  
 
    I had to ask myself, where was my remorse?  
 
    What did I just do? 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Twenty 
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    I wasn't sure how I slipped away.  
 
    The party went on, but there was nothing to celebrate. Unlike me, Julian had no qualms about entertaining.  
 
    I was wandered off on my own, I wondered how a place like Chateau Dahlia could truly exist. When I considered a few facts surrounding this place, it wasn't so farfetched.  
 
    A big fancy estate in a rural area, owned by a prominent family that founded the town it was located in. A town known to be safe. Not one single missing person's flyer had ever been placed from Riverview. Come to think of it, not even Penny’s.  
 
    Whoever the people were being brought here and killed, they were being taken from somewhere else. If the priest’s words were anything to go off, not everyone murdered were good people. Did that make Julian a vigilante?  
 
    When I stopped walking and considered where I had come to, I realized I’d wandered into the old stables, which is where Julian found me. On a set of dusty stairs, sniffling and struggling to get out of the bloody dress.  
 
    Being naked was better than wearing a dress in a color I had no right to be in, with the blood of a priest stained into its silk fabric. 
 
    "Morgana." He almost sounded distressed. 
 
    "Go away, Julian." I kept my back turned to him, feeling the heat from his solid body as he approached. 
 
    "I can't ever go away, Morgana. I need you. And I've never needed anyone. You kind of fucked me up." 
 
    I did my best to ignore the vulnerability in his voice. Why did I care about him? Why after all he’d done would I still pull the heart from my chest and let the man I loved demolish it? 
 
    He placed his hands on my zipper, sliding it down. Then, he shoved my dress to the floor, helping me remain steady when I almost fell over the skirt. Down to nothing but white lacy boy shorts, he turned me around and placed his hands on either side of my face. 
 
    We didn't say anything; I think our eyes made up for our lost words. Julian was not an ordinary man, and I wasn't an average woman. That combination created one dysfunctional mess of a couple who had no business being together. I had just killed a man, and I felt sorrier that I didn't feel sorry.  
 
    Julian pressed his mouth to mine and pulled away, searching my face for something I wasn't sure he'd find. He kissed me again, this time with a bruising hunger and breath-stealing desire. 
 
    The sound of his zipper going down made me falter. His mouth and his hands brought my attention back to him. He lowered me down to the stairs, gently, and then dragged my underwear down my legs.  
 
    “You’re the most beautiful thing I’ve ever seen.” His cock pushed forward, stretching my swollen pussy as he slid inside me, burying himself as far as he could, drawing a breathy gasp from my throat.  
 
    His strokes were impassioned; he thrust hard, causing the stairs to dig into my back. My arms went around his neck; my hands buried themselves in his hair. He rolled his hips, moving in and out at a steady pace. 
 
    "Never leave me," he rasped, slamming into me with each word. "Ever. I need you." The sudden emotion in his voice shocked me. He groaned my name, bringing his mouth to mine. His teeth sank into my tongue, setting a pain signal off in my brain. My pussy clenched around him. I drew him closer. 
 
    Our bodies moved together in a blur of motions that had us hitting an overwhelming peak together.  
 
    He caught my cry with his mouth as he growled, climaxing with me and barely stopping his body from crushing mine completely. Our foreheads touched; our warm breaths intermingled in a comfortable dance.  
 
    We remained that way for an unmeasured amount of time before he pulled away, tucking himself back into his pants. 
 
    “Do you want to see your sister?”  
 
    I blinked dumbly, taking a second to process what he’d just asked me. Unsure if he was being serious or not, I nodded. 
 
    He wrapped his tuxedo jacket around me, and wordlessly lifted me into his arms. 
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    I leaned against the solid steel door, listening to Penny have an entire conversation with herself. She never responded to anything I said. When the hired caretaker took in her meals, she would yell incoherently, throw the food, or attack them. 
 
    It had been the same routine every day for the past eight weeks. From the very first night Julian brought me to this door, he forbade me from going inside or seeing her face to face. He said she was dangerous.  
 
    When I watched the live feed, he had of her, she seemed more broken than threatening. When I asked why she wasn't getting help, Julian pointed out that he had hired help for her. That a faculty would keep her in a tiny padded cell, pumped full of drugs, but that didn’t seem much different than what she was going through now.  
 
    I had yet to catch a glimpse of her off camera. He kept me far away from the room when others went in. She may have sounded like an enraged wild animal, but that's how everyone was treating her. Something had happened to make her this way. The person on the other side of the door was not my sister. 
 
    It irritated me to no end that everyone was right about her mental state, and that no one would answer any of my questions. Julian kept saying that, in four months’ time, everything would be revealed. 
 
    Sometimes, I wondered if he had been involved with Penny and was holding onto her like he did me. It wouldn’t be that far of a reach. Like half the female population, she’d had a crush on him too. 
 
    Sighing, I shifted my attention to the wall clock. I had to have dinner started in twenty minutes. Julian was adamant that I conform to the duty of Mistress and, above all else, a dutiful wife. 
 
    "If you ever run from me, I will make your life hell." Those were his exact words after he fucked me in every way possible the night before. He always said things of that nature, but he had been distracted by something the last week or so.  
 
    It angered me more than it should have. Maybe it was because he made me watch the sick shows he put on and forced me to accept that I was more like him than I wanted to believe.  
 
    Luca fucked a man in the ass with a Coke bottle for an hour, tinting the plastic red before slamming the beverage container so far up his rectum, blood spurted like a fountain. Then, he took a hammer to the back of the man's head.  
 
    By the time his crusade was finished, the man’s scalp was hanging over his ear. 
 
    Two days later, a man raped a woman with a homemade spiked dildo, destroying her from the inside out.  
 
    She wasn't conscious when he stuck his mouth between her legs and licked the blood from her mutilated pussy. None of this bothered me as it should have.  
 
    This told me there was something wrong with me. I craved the dark and depraved things that didn't have an ounce of humanity. I had a fucked up moral compass, and Julian encouraged it.  
 
    We fucked each other to the sounds of others’ pain. Our demons were always at the surface and reaching for the other. And that's what he used me for. 
 
    He used my body to exorcise his demons, and I hated him for it, but not as much as I hated myself for liking it. A woman was dying, and her screams were a symphony to him. He bent me over his desk, placing one hand on the back of my neck, pinning me down and pushing into a place that wasn't readily available to him. 
 
    He thrust into my ass, shredding the tender tissue with his engorged cock, making me bleed. I screamed in agonized pleasure, loving every ounce of the pain.  
 
    The harder he thrust, the tighter his hand grew around my neck. I struggled only for a minute; the pressure and fullness overwhelming. 
 
    "Don't fucking fight me; you like this. Take it." His words were cold, but I cherished them. He started fucking me harder, his balls slapping against the globes of my ass. An electric current swept through my body as I came, both physically and mentally, unable to hold myself up. 
 
    He leaned low, his cock still throbbing inside my ass. Forcing me to kiss him, he bit down on my lower lip until I tasted a familiar metallic flavor on my split flesh. When he finished and pulled away, streams of white sticky fluid leaked between my ass-cheeks, mixed with blood.  
 
    Every time he took me, he ruined me. 
 
    I knew he would be my last. I was too screwed up to ever be with a normal man.  
 
    I needed a savage, someone who could fuck me in a million different deranged ways. 
 
    When he held me afterward it wasn’t the same, and the fact that he was pulling away made me want to burn him alive.  
 
    [image: A close up of a tree  Description automatically generated]He corrupted my soul and turned me into a monster, and then he decided that he didn't want me anymore. He’d taken away my family and my sanity. I saw it as a betrayal, a knife in my chest after everything he'd done. I didn't think it could get worse. I was so fucking wrong. 
 
    “You missed dinner.” The statement lazily rolled out of my mouth. 
 
    Julian lifted his tie over his head and tossed it onto the back of the chair. 
 
    “You sound upset by that.” 
 
    I glared. “And you don’t seem to care.” 
 
    He turned then, now undoing the buttons on his shirt. “So, you missed me?” 
 
    “I…” 
 
    “If you don’t miss me when I’m gone, why are you upset if I don’t show up?” 
 
    “Because you know I can’t cook, but I do it for you anyway. You disappear and leave me alone with Bailey, who I don’t like by the way. Or you send Belle. I don’t need a babysitter. I need…never mind.” I rolled onto my other side, dragging the comforter up to my chin. 
 
    He laughed under his breath, taking his time to finish getting undressed. The bed dipped beneath his weight when he finally slipped in. 
 
    I expected him to reach between my legs and tease me like he always did before replacing his fingers with his tongue. 
 
     He didn’t do either. 
 
    His arms came around me and I was pulled back into his solid chest. “I happen to think you’re an amazing cook.” 
 
    “Jules, what do you want?” 
 
    “I want to hold my wife like she needs me to.” 
 
    “I--.” There wasn’t a point in denying it. He was my safe space and my danger. No matter which zone we were in, he never failed to comfort me when I needed it the most. 
 
    “Why don’t we go away for a few days tomorrow night?” he suggested. 
 
    I immediately rolled back to my other side; eyes narrowed in suspicion. “Like where?” 
 
    “Away, just the two of us. Think of it as our overdo honeymoon.” 
 
    That last part wasn’t all that relevant. Getting away from this place for a few days, however, that sounded like a dream. 
 
    “What about Dahlia?” 
 
    He smirked. “I’m sure my family can manage the red rooms without my overbearing presence.” 
 
    I slid my face to the edge of my pillow, placing a hand on his bicep. “Are you being serious?” 
 
    His lips slightly turned down, but my question wasn’t illogical. I didn’t want to get my hopes up about this. 
 
    He skimmed a palm down my back, cupping my ass and pulling me closer. “I know I’ve been busy lately. It hasn’t been fair to you.” 
 
    Had he read my mind? Or was I that transparent? No debating, it was the latter. Julian knew me inside and out. 
 
    “I promise you, as soon as I get home tomorrow, we’ll go,” he added. 
 
    At that, I nodded, bringing my cheek to his chest. I put a lot of faith in those three words every time he said them, I promise you. It gave me something to look forward to, and thus far he’d never broken a promise he made me—as unorthodox and chaotic as our relationship was. 
 
    That had to mean something. 
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    The day began the same as it usually did, minus me waking up feeling the lingering effects that came from us fucking the night before.  
 
    Julian left on some business-related errand like he had been doing for the past week, leaving me to my own devices. I had free reign over the entire Chateau Dahlia apart from the hall leading to the red rooms, and where Penny was being kept. 
 
    This was Julian’s way of trusting me; I only knew that because his brothers had gone with him and I didn’t exactly have a bodyguard. I had Bailey and occasionally Belle. 
 
    I continued my morning routine as I always did. Showering, getting dressed, and then eating a small breakfast outside the room my sister was in. She was quiet today, not muttering to herself or yelling. 
 
    Keeping her locked away like this was inhumane, regardless of her mental state. I needed to figure out a way to talk to Julian about it and get somewhere other than on my back. 
 
    “I’ll be back after lunch,” I called softly through the door. There was no response, but I still had to try. 
 
    I wandered the property for the hundredth time, wishing the stables were full. At least then I could talk to the animals. There wasn't anything to do here. Movies and television weren’t appealing. The staff refused to speak to me for some reason, and I didn’t have a cellphone. 
 
    If Julian called the landline, that’s how we spoke.  
 
    I didn’t know the numbers that would permit to dial out, though, so I could never call him. Perhaps we needed to discuss that too. 
 
    When I got hungry again, I made my way back inside, not surprised to find Bailey standing near the large kitchen island. I eyed the small black bag in her hand, and the familiar set of car keys on the counter. 
 
    “What are you doing?” 
 
    “I was waiting for you.” 
 
    I cast her a sidelong glance, making my way to the fridge. “Why?” 
 
    “To help you.” 
 
    My hand fell away from the refrigerator’s handle. “Help--.” 
 
    “We don’t have time for this. You need to go before Belle shows up and ruins everything.” 
 
    “Why would you out of the blue decide to help me? And go where?” 
 
    She rushed around the island and thrust the small bag into my arms. “I’ve been helping you from the beginning, you just haven’t realized it yet.” Reaching behind her, she grabbed the keys off the island and pressed them into my hand. 
 
    I shook my head, immediately trying to give both items back. “I can’t leave. Not only do I not trust you, he has my sister locked away upstairs.” 
 
    "Jesus Christ, Morgana. I know you’re smarter than this. I told you the Penny you knew is gone. I was trying to tell you she's dead. She's been dead for over a year." 
 
    "No. I saw her. I heard her. You're wearing her necklace!" 
 
    She reached up and tore the heart pendant from her neck, placing it on top of the black bag she’d forced into my arms. “There’s too much you don’t know and that I can’t explain. There’s a DVD in the bag, watch it.” 
 
    Before I could reply the landline began to ring. 
 
    “Don’t answer it. Take the car out front and go. Watch the DVD.” 
 
    My mind reeled, too many reasons to stay conflicting with all the ones to run. The implication that my sister was dead refused to register in my brain. “How do I know you’re telling the truth? 
 
    She lifted her shirt, revealing various scars, ruined skin, and rigid flesh wounds that looked fresh. “How do you know I’m not?” 
 
    The landline began to ring again. 
 
    I snatched the keys from her and ran. If she was lying, at worst Julian would kill me if he caught me. If she was telling the truth, death wouldn’t matter. My world was already burning up around me. 
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    Riverview had fallen behind me almost three hours ago. I drove and drove until the gas light came on, stopping only at a rink dink gas station for a few necessities, and then again at a seedy roadside motel. 
 
    I couldn’t drive any further. My mind was slush; I paid for the room with a few of the bills Bailey had put inside the black bag, which felt like a bomb as I carried it with me to the room I was assigned. 
 
    Going inside, I ignored the outdated furniture and mildew-scented carpet, dumping the bag from the gas station onto the bed. 
 
    Overlooking all the items but one, I grabbed what I needed and made a beeline for the restroom. 
 
    When I returned to the room, I went straight for the DVD player. Placing the disc in the tray, I slid it back in, grabbed the filthy remote, and waited. 
 
    The room Penny was kept in appeared on the screen. My heart twisted when the time stamp appeared in the corner. This wasn’t recent—it wasn’t close to the one I saw last time, but the footage was the same. 
 
    Penny was crying, begging someone to let her out. Each one of her pleas tore at me a little more. She was covered in bruises, barely able to stand. It was fucking horrible. Penny was so sweet, so full of life. It crushed me to see this broken shell of who she once was. 
 
    Someone off camera said something; but their voice was so distorted I couldn’t understand what.  
 
    I watched on, hearing the sounds from the past few weeks all over again. 
 
    The actual footage had been altered to such a degree I never once questioned if Penny was truly in that room or not. Julian had used my mental incapacity against me.  
 
    I didn't understand how he had planned all this out, or why. 
 
    There was a wave on the screen, and then I was staring at a red room, a feeling of helplessness clawing at my chest as a man wearing on a mask, plastic overalls, and an odd kind of glove approached my sister. A baton was in his left hand. 
 
    She was naked, strapped down to a chair with her legs spread. With no preamble or warning, the man flipped the baton around and began to force it inside her pussy. He sodomized her with it, pumping it in and out, breaking her down piece by piece.  
 
    Her screams grew so high in volume, I scrambled for the remote, slamming my thumb down on the mute button. 
 
    I was hit with the overwhelming urge to call my mother. Diving across the lumpy bed, I snatched the old receiver from its base and dialed out. When my mother's voice came through the speaker, I broke down in tears. 
 
    "Morgana?" I heard her voice crack, not once considering how she'd felt since I went missing. I'd desperately wanted to run home to her, but Julian would no doubt search for me there, and I still wasn’t sure how she could be so unaware of where I was. 
 
    "Mom, I..." Something on the screen stopped me cold, nausea crashing into my stomach. I didn't want to believe that it was him on top of my sister. His disfigured hand came into view for just a second when he took the one glove off so he could undo his pants. 
 
    "Phillip, Morgana's on the phone. Mor—" I slammed the receiver down and rushed to the bathroom. The image of my father brutalizing my sister sinking into my brain as I lost everything in my stomach. 
 
    I fell back and hit the cabinet, gasping for air, feeling like someone had shoved cotton in my throat.  
 
    More questions assaulted my mind. Julian knew. He looked at me every day, and he was aware that my father was the sickest kind of monster.  
 
    I tugged on my hair until it hurt., curling up on the bathroom floor. I remained there in a zombie-like state until the motel phone rang, spurring me into slow, lucid action.  
 
    I needed to leave. If they traced the call or searched this number they’d know where I was. 
 
    I reached up to grip the basin, and the stick I’d bought fell off the counter onto the floor, mocking me with its little pink plus. 
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    Psychopathic, egotistical, deranged. 
 
    I'd heard it all before.  
 
    It was disappointing that society hadn't come up with anything original for those of us that were a tad different. There wasn't anything wrong with me.  
 
    I didn't lack empathy. Right and wrong had been taught to me as a child by a loving, stable mother. 
 
    I didn't have a tragic past, my parents never abused me, and other children didn't bully me. If anything, I'd always lived a life of privilege. This all benefited me in the end. No one knew who I really was. 
 
    Even now, women were throwing fuck-me smiles in my direction, batting their lashes and intentionally walking in my direct line of vision. They had no idea that if I took them home, I’d turn them out before I ever put my hands on them. 
 
    Gareth Andreou, my father, chuckled beneath his breath, witnessing all of it, proud that his eldest son was following in his footsteps, probably reminding him of his youth.  
 
    At least one of us was finding enjoyment in this. I was itching to do anything but sweat my ass off at a banquet luncheon I didn't give a damn about, but appearances must always be held. 
 
    "To the left, by the watermelon." Gareth directed my attention to a woman with dark red hair.  
 
    She was a solid seven in the looks department. Yes, I rated my women on a point system. How terrible of me. I'd already met her at least four times, but my father still felt the need to point her out every chance she got. 
 
    Penny Sanchez was meant to be a pawn in what was a long-time coming plan of action. I wasn’t overly impressed with her attitude or intelligence, but I'd fucked a few fours, so this wasn't the end of the world. If all else failed, her mouth would suffice.  
 
    But I was in no hurry to seduce her, either. That wouldn’t take too much time no matter when I made the move. It was quite fascinating how quickly a disarming smile, a few soft murmurs, and a flash of my pearly whites got women down on their knees, panting for me.  
 
    "Julian, Gareth." Penny's father, Phillip, approached us with a half-smile on his face.  
 
    "Phil." I greeted, my eyes shifting to the girl at his side.  
 
    "Morgana," my father all but purred, leaning in and kissing her cheek. 
 
    I had only seen her a few times, but we’d never spoken much. I wasn’t entirely sure she would remember me. 
 
    "Mr. Andreou," she greeted my father, giving him a tight-lipped smile. Then, her head was turning towards me. Her chin slightly tilted up so she could look into my eyes. Her smile faded altogether, and I knew she saw me. 
 
    Right then, I everything changed. I began stripping Penny out of all our plans. Fuck her, she didn't excite me in the slightest. With one look, I knew Morgana was a different kind of woman. She was the perfect mess of beauty and chaos. I saw her demons I saw her darkness. It was all in her eyes. 
 
    This woman would be my salvation, and one day, she would be my downfall. 
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    PRESENT 
 
    She hung upside down from her feet, the meat hook was just high enough that her head wasn't touching the concrete floor.  
 
    I stood back and admired my work.  
 
    Her pale breasts were black and blue. Four of her teeth lay on the dirty, bloodstained floor. Her neck had multiple sets of handprints on it from the eight men I’d allowed to fuck her in every way possible.  
 
    The words cunt and whore were carved into her thighs and burned into her sternum. 
 
    She was in a world of pain, and it still wasn't good enough. I let her live. I didn’t kill her off like I had the two friends she arrived in Riverview with. I even gave her the privilege of sucking my cock, and how did she repay me? By taking Morgana away. 
 
    Her audacity to lie right to my face only angered me more. Swearing Morgana had found the keys to my Barracuda on her own…how could she be so stupid? The entire Château was equipped with high-quality surveillance cameras. 
 
    Every lie and every truth she told were in colored high definition for my viewing. I'm sure she would be screaming from the things I'd done to her the past forty-eight hours, but I’d sewn her mouth shut after Belle knocked a few teeth from it. 
 
    I retrieved the meat cleaver from a side-table, and her whimpers turned to high-pitched mewls, my intentions becoming abundantly clear. 
 
    They meant nothing to me. She meant nothing to me. She’d overstepped her bounds and made herself expendable. My fingertips traced over her exposed neck before I brought the thick blade down. 
 
    It didn't decapitate her, but it did enough. Cutting down into flesh, blood spurted in multiple directions, running over her face, across either side of her split skin, raining down on the floor. The way her neck looked reminded me of a hard taco shell. 
 
    I pushed harder, dug deeper, wishing I’d kept her mouth open so I could hear her last screams. Her death was anticlimactic. 
 
    A deep sigh expelled from my chest. This just wasn't my poison anymore. I wasn't having a change of heart; more a change of passion. 
 
    At one point, killing was all I wanted, all I knew. Now, it was just a means to make money. Let the hired 'butchers' play out the deranged fantasies the clients wanted. I needed to find something else to preoccupy my time.  
 
    I needed Morgana. 
 
    She had to come back. 
 
    This went beyond my need to possess her. There was still too much to do; she was a vital pawn in my plan to reach the top. 
 
    I’d told her once that if she ran from me, she should worry about what would happen when I caught her. She didn't need to worry anymore; she needed to be fucking terrified. 
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    I was suffocating in unknown territory.  
 
    In Riverview, I had a simple routine. I knew where to go and where not to go. In Redwood, it was near impossible to blend in. The town may have been even smaller than Riverview, which was saying something. 
 
    My funds were running low, the car was sitting on empty, and I'd been holed up inside the Ruby Motel since the day I arrived. I knew I needed to go in search of work, but it was hard enough getting out of bed. 
 
    I kept thinking of what was inside me, becoming more human with each passing day. In the big picture, I knew there was no way I was ready for a baby. The last thing the world needed was a mini Julian or Morgana running around. I just couldn't get rid of it, either.  
 
    So, what was I going to do? I didn't know. 
 
    I'd wasted enough of my time praying to a god that didn't give a damn about me. 
 
    It felt like I was watching my life go by from the sidelines. I was drowning. It was to the point where I was ready to stop struggling and just be still, watch the world fade away while my lungs filled with water. 
 
    When I thought back to the things I saw at the Chateau, my mind told me that none of it was real. Before Julian took me, I was never at risk of being this crazy. Yes, I had some anxiety issues, and occasionally I pierced my flesh with a blade, but that didn’t make me as insane as I was now. 
 
    Fingers tugged at my scalp, pulling strands of my balayage hair until it hurt. I needed pain. Julian had taken that dilemma away. 
 
    The adrenaline rush he gave me was my drug of choice. I craved the way he made me soar. 
 
    Now that I didn't have him, things I never noticed before were noticeable. Feelings I tried to avoid were unavoidable. And even though I shouldn't, I missed that beautifully wicked man with the part of me that was as rotten as he was.  
 
    He had successfully wrapped his barbed wire chains around a piece of my soul. We were so terrible for one another, so dysfunctional and twisted, but when our bodies came together, we were soul mates. He got inside my head and made himself at home. 
 
    I leaned back on the retro flower comforter. The lumpy pillow cradled my head. With eyes closed, I conjured a memory of us together, sliding my hand across my navel, pausing as if someone were watching before moving a little lower. 
 
    I look over at the clock, irritated for a reason I don't understand. No. I do understand. Julian isn't in bed, and it's almost four in the morning. 
 
    His side is still perfectly made; he was never here at all.  
 
    Huffing out a breath, I roll onto my stomach and close my eyes.  
 
    I'm not sure how many minutes pass before he creeps into the room without making a sound. The smell of sweat, cologne, and a hint of something metallic reaches my nose. 
 
    "I love seeing you in my bed, Dollface," he murmurs from behind me, coming closer. My anger spikes. "I can't tell, seeing as you're never in it." He makes a little humming sound in his throat a second before his palm comes down on my ass. 
 
    I yelp, launching onto my knees. 
 
    "We've talked about your mouth a few times too many. I have something better you can do with it."  
 
    I try to spin around to glare at him, but his strong hands land on my hips and keep me firmly in place. 
 
    "Did you want me to fuck you? Is that why you're upset?" The smile in his voice adds to my irritation. 
 
     "No," I bite out defiantly, knowing he's seconds away from finding out that's exactly what my problem is.  
 
    It's his fault; he made me need him like a nightly prescription. If I miss a single pill, everything is off kilter the next day.  
 
    He places his left hand on my barren sex; I wear nothing under my sleep shirts as per his request, so it's not hard for him to have access in the middle of the night. 
 
    "Are you sure?" He brings his firm chest into my back; I press my ass into his erection. 
 
    "No answer? It doesn't matter; your wet pussy tells me everything I need to know. But...I think you want it...here" His hands grip my ass cheeks and spread them apart. 
 
    "Not there," I rush out. He ignores me and moves away. There's a soft rustling sound behind me, and I know it's him getting undressed. 
 
    My body tenses, expecting him to take me without foreplay as he usually does, so it more than a little surprises me when he parts my cheeks again, and I feel his warm breath on my puckered hole. 
 
    "What are you doing?" He answers me with a soft chuckle, causing another breath of hot air to leave his mouth. I shudder at the sensation. 
 
    His tongue starts at the back of my pussy and swipes up to my ass. I'm not sure what to make of this at first...it's foreign. But he just continues, licking me from front to back and, with each pull of his tongue, he presses harder. 
 
    He digs his fingers into my globes, pulling them apart even farther so he can dip his tongue inside me. It's so taboo...and so different...A moan unfurls in my chest and pours from my mouth, followed by another. 
 
    The tip of his tongue moves in and out of my ass. He lets go of my left cheek and pushes two fingers into my pussy. My wet sex makes sloppy noises as he curves them inside me, finding my G-spot. His tongue never stops moving for a second. I begin to squirm, feeling a tingle in my lower spine. 
 
    Julian makes a growly sound in his throat. With him controlling my movements and an overwhelming pressure building within me, I concentrate on him using me to fuck his face. 
 
    "Jules." His name is a mere whisper. I want him inside me; I want him to make me hurt. 
 
    "I know," he breathes out, digging his nails into my ass so hard he breaks the skin and draws blood. I moan in response. 
 
    "More," I whine as he digs in deeper. His mouth leaves my hole, and his cock quickly replaces it.  
 
    "More?" I know he doesn't expect an answer. His full-length pushes inside my ass; he shoves my face into the mattress almost to the point of suffocation and starts to thrust with a brutal amount of force. 
 
    I moan and groan into his silk sheets, breathing heavy through my mouth and nose. He slaps each cheek in quick succession before wrapping my long hair around his fist and yanking my head back. 
 
    Tears pool in my eyes, spilling down my face. His hand knots in my hair, and the pain from how hard he's fucking me is complete delectation. My head is bent so far back it's hard to swallow; he arches my back even more, allowing him to go deeper. 
 
    He fucks me as if he hates me. Our heavy breaths, my delirious moans, his balls smacking into my ass, and the bed rocking beneath us are the only sounds in the room. 
 
    He knows I'm going to come and shoves my face down, suffocating me on purpose. He grabs my hips in a way meant to crush bone. Pleasure blooms in my core. The harsh love bite he delivers on my shoulder pushes me all the way over. 
 
    "Julian..." My eyes flew open, my chest heaved, and my clit tingled where my fingers still stroked it. I was spread-eagle with my hand in my shorts, masturbating to the memory of the man who raped and kidnapped me. What was wrong with me?  
 
    Movement from the corner of my eye, near the window, had me jolting up in bed. Goose pimples spread down my arms and up my legs. Was someone watching me? I stared, waiting. Nothing happened. If someone had been there, they were gone now. 
 
    Fighting my way past the paranoia that swarmed me, I went into the bathroom to wash my hands and figure out a course of action.  
 
    I could afford two more nights here, and that was it. I wasn't sure if I should move on from Redwood, stay and make myself blend in, or find a gas station to fill up enough to get me to the next town. 
 
    Whatever I decided, I had to figure this crap out sooner than later. I couldn't spend my days aimlessly driving around, but I couldn't hole up in a place less than four hours from Riverview, either.  
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    It was quiet here, and I liked that.  
 
    Silence was something I hadn't been granted in a long time. After checking on the gray Civic I’d gotten from a trade, I continued my way. If Julian was looking for me, which I had no doubt he was, I didn't want the car out in the open, so I left it in the back of the motel. 
 
    An elderly woman waved to me from across the street, standing in front of a hardware store. My first inclination was to ignore her; I hated any kind of attention.  
 
    But I didn't want my reclusive nature to start gossip, so I gave a friendly wave back. 
 
    The humidity in the air was countered by a gentle breeze that blew every few minutes, lifting strands of my hair with it. Redwood reminded me of the towns in old western movies, except all the storefronts had been modernized. 
 
    The smell of hot food from a nearby diner permeated the air; my stomach immediately let me know it needed sustenance. I hadn't eaten anything but granola bars and ice chips the last two days. 
 
    Pulling my bottom lip between my teeth, I eyed the busy diner, knowing my hunger wasn't robust enough to make me go inside. The thought of being in a room full of people made my skin crawl. 
 
    I glanced around, wondering what to do with myself.  
 
    Today was the first day I'd ventured out of my room, and with the town layout being new to me, I wasn't sure which way to go.  
 
    Looking down the street, I saw a sign hanging from a modest library that looked more like a giant red barn and decided to head in that direction. 
 
    In my haste to get to the building, I stepped out into the crosswalk without looking. At the last second, I became cognizant of the car I’d just walked in front of. Tires screeched an ugly sound; a bumper stopped a fraction away from my legs. 
 
    "I...I'm so sorry." With my heart in my throat, I tapped the hood of the police cruiser before hurrying across the street. 
 
    "Hey!" a masculine voice called after me. I pretended to be none the wiser and continued walking. I'd had an impromptu run-in with the chief of police, Roger, when I checked into the motel.  
 
    He was an odd man who had stared at me in an utterly disconcerting way, watching my every move. I didn't fancy meeting anyone else associated with the Redwood Police Department. 
 
    The sound of heavy footsteps had me whirling back around.  
 
    A man in uniform was jogging towards me. A scream bubbled up from my throat and my hands came up to brace myself for a collision. 
 
    My palms hit a solid chest. Brawny hands grabbed my elbows, turning us in a circle so neither of us fell. 
 
    "I wasn't going to tackle you," he laughed. 
 
    "Then why would you run after me like that?” 
 
    "Are you really in the position to ask me that? Did you not just step your skinny ass out in front of my squad car?" He quirked a neatly groomed brow, amusement dancing in his silver eyes. 
 
    Aware that he was still holding me, I shot a pointed look to where his hands rested. He immediately let me go and stepped back.  
 
    He didn't look much older than I was; he’d had to of known someone in town to get onto the force. I kept my gaze trained on his face after my first sweep over his toned body. 
 
    "I'm sorry, I really am. My mind—" Is fucked in a majorly disturbing way?"—was someplace else."  
 
    He didn't say anything; he openly let his gaze drift down my body. Uncomfortable, I crossed my arms and took note of the badge on his shirt. K. Moore. 
 
    "Um, am I in trouble? Can I go?" I didn't like his eyes on me; it felt like a million ants were skittering across my skin, their tiny legs starting to make me itch. 
 
    "What's your name?" He cocked his head to the side and studied me a little more intensely. 
 
    "Morgana. Can I go now?" I was already taking baby steps around him, ready to bolt if I had to. 
 
    "Morgana." He rolled it between his lips before doing the same with his thumb. I didn't like the way he said my name, and I really didn't like the look in his eyes.  
 
    The whole scenario reminded me too much of Julian—his burning gaze, smooth voice, handsome face, and cocky demeanor. K. Moore didn't look like Julian, but I wouldn't take him to court if he said they were related. Moore had dark blonde hair and an angular face. His height wasn't too far off mine.  
 
    All I wanted at that moment was to run to the library and get as far away from him, as fast as I could. 
 
    "Pay more attention to your surroundings, Morgana." He gave me a faint smile and walked back towards his car. 
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    I was out of the Porsche before my brother fully braked.  
 
    My steps were even, unhurried. 
 
    The Barracuda sat at the very front of the midsized lot. Matt had used every resource available to clean it up before smacking an absurdly low sticker price on the windshield.  
 
    Motherfucker. 
 
    A bell chimed above the glass door, alerting the grease monkey that I was inside. It took me less than a minute to get a read on him.  
 
    He was nervous, his left eye twitched, and there was already a bead of sweat rolling past his brown mustache. 
 
    "Jul... Mr. Andreou, I didn't know to expect you today." His Adam's apple bobbed up and down, slightly widened eyes stared at me. 
 
    I wanted him to stew a little. Walking around his tidy shop, my eyes scanned the shiny chrome rims hanging on the wall, feigning interest. 
 
    "My wife really likes my car. I've been looking for another, and I see that you have an identical model right out front. This must be fate." I gave him the brightest smile I could manage, resting my hands comfortably in my slack pockets. 
 
    Nothing about my body language gave away how badly I wanted to paint the shop red with his blood. And in just a few minutes, I would. 
 
    "Uh...yeah. I've had that gem for about a month now." 
 
    "Have you?" How big an idiot did he think I was?  
 
    Rubbing my chin, pretending to contemplate something, I watched his chest move up and down.  
 
    He was starting to panic.  
 
    Cars like mine didn't just drop from the sky. The fucking vin number would give it away, regardless. His head snapped back towards the door as Luca entered.  
 
    "Matty! It's been a while; haven't seen you at Dahlia in a few weeks." Luca pulled the door shut and turned the lock before giving Matt a gleeful smile. 
 
    "I've been tied up here." He gave a nervous laugh, resting a hand on his rotund stomach.  
 
    Silence ensued. Did he think we would just leave? It almost felt like a parody. 
 
    "Let's cut the shit, Matty. That shiny piece of metal out there belongs to my brother and we both know who it came from." Luca lowered his voice, resting his elbows on the counter. 
 
    Matt's dirty brown eyes darted between us. His fear becoming tangible. I loved it. With Luca and me doing nothing but staring at him, his facade shattered. 
 
    "She looked like she needed help, and then she begged me for it. I didn't know who she was. I—" 
 
    "You conveniently forgot the car you tracked down for me in the first place was mine? And she needed help? I find that humorous, considering how unhelpful you are to women when you visit the Chateau." I removed my suit jacket and began to roll my sleeves up. 
 
    "What are you going to do?" He looked towards his only exit, knowing he was fucked.  
 
    "What you're going to do is get me the paperwork on whatever you gave her to drive, my plates, and my keys. Then, you and I are going to have one last chat before I leave."  
 
    By the look on his face, he knew he was going to die. Shame I couldn't draw out the suspense, play on his emotions a bit longer.  
 
    I was on a timetable; there was still a whole planner of tasks that needed to be finished. My wayward wife had thrown a wrench in things. If this sorry sack of shit had done what he was supposed to, she wouldn't have made it anywhere but back to me. 
 
    Clasping my hands in front of me, I watched him move around behind the counter. He dropped papers, stumbled around, and cleared his throat about a dozen times. 
 
    After he had finished stalling, a manila folder was slid across the service desk; a sloppily written date was scrawled across the front of it, solidifying his blatant betrayal. It was disappointing. I was the one who helped fund his dream of opening a car lot. 
 
    There was a pattern here somewhere. People didn't seem to appreciate my generosity these days.  
 
    Well, I suppose there was never a better time like the present to start cleaning up shop. Looking at the wall clock, I had one hour to spend with Matt before my services were needed elsewhere. 
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    The world is a sick, filthy place. 
 
    Trying to find more information on Red Rooms sent me on a wild goose chase through IP addresses. My mind being half-gone was the only thing that stopped me from having a total meltdown. 
 
    According to the search engine after search engine, Red Rooms weren't real. They were myths; no one had a record of them ever existing. But then, there were the chat forums and blogs. 
 
    There were millions of people on earth. Rape, murder, sex trafficking, drug overdoses, and abuse happened every single day, multiple times a day.  
 
    So why couldn't this? 
 
    And realistically, why would you record such a heinous crime and broadcast it, live stream it for the world to see? The answer was simple. You wouldn't. That would be idiotic and reckless.  
 
    Going off what my friend Tony told me, there was only one way to find out legit information, and it was something I couldn't bring myself to ask for.  
 
    A way into the deep dark web.  
 
    Sighing, I leaned back in my chair, scrubbing my hands over my face. The librarian not so subtly stared at me for what had to be the hundredth time. 
 
    From the moment I walked through the door, the older woman with a wrinkled face had been acting strangely. She gave me a timid, yet warm, smile and slowly approached.  
 
    I discreetly switched tabs on my browser, pulling up a list of nearby towns instead of information on how red rooms. 
 
    "I'm sorry if this is a little forward, but you wouldn't happen to know Miss Tidwell, would you?" Her gravelly voice gave away nothing. 
 
    Wanting her to go away, already interacting far longer than I liked, I shook my head no. 
 
    "Well, sorry to bother you." She gave another warm smile and shuffled back towards her desk.  
 
    Pondering the odd behavior of the town's residents had me deciding it was best to leave sooner rather than later.  
 
    I continued to scour and dig for a few more minutes. What I found soured my stomach. Kids using a hammer to kill an old man and filming it for fun. Another cutting off a man's penis and feeding it to him before adding the rest to his spaghetti sauce.  
 
    All of these were seemingly ordinary people. Smart, average looking people. 
 
    "Red Rooms, huh?" I jumped, hastily hitting the red X on the browser before turning around. 
 
    The cop from earlier stood a few feet behind me. His arms were crossed, and a peculiar expression was on his face. He raised a brow as if he expected me to give an explanation. Looking past him, I saw the sky was blanketed in black. I had been inside much longer than I thought. 
 
    "Excuse me." Mumbling just loud enough for him to hear, I stood from the chair and attempted to move around him. His hand shot out, wrapping around my arm. 
 
    Something invisible inside me snapped. Jerking away from him as if he'd burned me, I tripped over my own two feet, landing on my ass. 
 
    "You're a mess," he smirked, holding a hand out to help me up. 
 
    "I'm not any concern of yours, and you seem to have a problem keeping your hands off me." Ignoring his offered limb, I got off the floor and brushed imaginary dust from my pants. 
 
    "Are you okay? You seem...jumpy. Is someone bothering you, Morgana?"  
 
    Yes, you. The amount of genuine concern in his voice made me distrust him more than I already did. 
 
    "I have to go." Casting my gaze to the floor, this time when I moved past him, he didn't try to stop me. If it hadn't made me look like an even bigger freak than I already did, I would have run out of the library. 
 
    "Morgana," Moore called after me, his heavy footsteps signaling his approach. Huffing in exasperation, I turned to face him. 
 
    "Yes?" 
 
    "What have you eaten today?" Thrown by his question, and even more by the evident irritation in his tone, I shrugged. 
 
    "I'm taking you to Malty's; you need to eat." He reached out to touch me and then thought better of it, letting his hand drop back down to his side. 
 
    "I don't need you to do that. I'm all right." I lied. Truthfully, my stomach was touching my back, and hunger pains had me wanting to curl into a ball. 
 
    "Where in there did I ask you if you wanted to?"  
 
    "Um, usually when someone says they're not interested in something, that's the end of it. Why do you keep bothering me?" All decent sense of decorum fell away. I didn't want to talk to this guy. What was his deal?  
 
    I truly was not that goddamn fascinating. Maybe my social awkwardness intrigued him, or perhaps he was like Julian and thought of me as some stupid little doll he could make do his bidding. My mind layered on assumptions so thick, a dull throb began in the back of my head. 
 
    "Whoa, I just want to help. Everyone can see you need it." He held a hand up to silence me when I attempted to interject. "Look, let me buy you some food, and I'll leave you alone. I promise." He looked at me with puppy dog eyes, trying to coerce me with a charming smile. 
 
    "Okay, fine. You can buy me food." Without waiting to see his response, I turned on my heel, walking away from him. He sighed, muttering something beneath his breath as he trailed after me. I knew I was being rude, a flat-out bitch. 
 
     He could have been the nicest person in the world, but so was my father. I knew better now. An appearance meant nothing; anyone could put on an act. It was easy to pretend to be someone else. I did it every day. With every breath I took, I hid my ugly behind a pretty smile. No one would ever know how fucked up I was. No one other than Julian. 
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    Popping the trunk, I cocked my head to the side and stared down at Matt. 
 
    Dammit. This was wrong. 
 
     Telling myself not to get upset, I reached down and lifted him out of the boot, dropping him to the ground so I could examine the stain. I'd put a burlap sack beneath him to prevent this, and he fucked it up anyway. It was a major pain in the ass to clean blood out of felt material. 
 
    Nudging him with my shoe, I ignored his pained groan, reaching down and grabbing his legs.  
 
    The garage attached to his shop had had a fascinating arsenal of tools. Matt's nose was crooked, thanks to me. His eyes were swollen shut, making him resemble a raccoon with the mask I'd spray painted on him. And he was missing two fingers on his right hand, thanks to Luca.  
 
    I still had no idea what the tool was he’d used to cut through the bone, but it had done the job with a minimal amount of pressure. That was damn impressive, if you asked me. I needed to purchase a few for Dahlia. 
 
    Overall, Matt was in good shape. I’d cauterized his wounds with his blowtorch—it was maybe a tad painful, but he was alive, wasn't he? It could be worse. 
 
    I dragged him over the dark flagstone to the same shed I’d locked Morgana in, tossed him inside, and shut the door. He wasn't ready to join the others quite yet.  
 
    I had Luca doing what needed to be done to ensure Matt's disappearance was well understood by his family. 
 
    Thus far I was accumulating a nice fleet of emotional scapegoats for my wife. This time, real ones. Had all gone according to plan A, none of this would be necessary. But even going to plan B, I didn’t feel bad about what had transpired. 
 
    Penny deserved what she got. If Morgana knew the truth about her sister, I wondered if she'd be a little more accepting of her new life with me. Only time would tell. 
 
    My phone vibrated in my pocket. Dropping Matt's legs, I retrieved it. Phillip's name sat next to an unread text message. He'd been harassing me about his daughter for three days.  
 
    Now that his precious baby girl knew what kind of man he was, I doubted she would want to do lunch anytime soon. I ignored the notification. I had no desire to deal with him, his time would come soon enough. 
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    Don't be weird; just act natural. 
 
    I think I told myself that a dozen times in the last twenty minutes.  
 
    Malty's was all but vacant. K. Moore stood at the horseshoe service bar, speaking quietly with a server I didn't know. 
 
    My hunger cramps had escalated, making me want to lie down on the booth’s bench. Food didn't sound appealing when your stomach was twisted up like a pretzel.  
 
    Attempting to focus on anything but my hunger, I studied the black and white checkered floor, pink faded walls with neon ninety-nine cent signs, and metallic posters of malts. Burger grease fries and the odd smell from hot dogs lingered in the air. 
 
    A tray slid across the tiled table, garnering my full attention. Round red baskets, each containing a different food, sat in front of me. 
 
    "I didn't know what you liked, and I wasn't going to let you get a salad." Moore slid in, sitting across from me. 
 
    "I wouldn't have gotten a salad. Thank you, though."  
 
    Grabbing food by the handfuls to shove in my mouth wasn't the best idea. I needed to eat slow, or I would spend my night bowing to the porcelain gods. Chicken strips seemed the safest option, and they looked the least greasy.  
 
    "Sooo," he leaned forward, digging into a platter of onion rings, "what's the deal with you?" 
 
    "What do you mean?" 
 
    "You show up in Redwood, go straight to a motel, and lock yourself away. You're pretty, and you look my age. So, what's the deal? Why do you hate people?" 
 
    "I hate everyone in general. I love people individually." Swirling a piece of strip in barbecue sauce, I popped it in my mouth and eyed my fries. 
 
    "In that case, my name's Kieran." He sat up, straightening his shoulders, and held a hand out. A laugh bubbled up, slipping out before I could stop it. Shaking my head, I let him take my hand. 
 
    "Now you know me individually," he announced, giving me a toothy smile. We ate in silence for a few minutes before he spoke again. "Did you find out what you wanted to know about Red Rooms?" 
 
    Did he just ask me that? 
 
    "Why?" 
 
    "I want to help you," he replied smoothly. 
 
     I raised my brows at him. That wasn't a normal thing to want to do. “Why would you do that? You're a cop."  
 
    "Since when did wearing a badge make someone a saint?" He looked amused. I guess he did have a valid point. Cops weren't anything other than human, and I was all too aware of how vile those could be. 
 
    "I have a...friend who told me about them. I'm curious." Keeping my face impassive, I waited for his reaction. 
 
    "Well," he rubbed a hand over his jawline, "I can tell you they're extremely private. I've never seen one live. I'm not even sure how someone pays another person to see them. And...they're all sorts of fucked up. Depending on the wager, anything goes." 
 
    He didn't tell me anything I hadn't already known, that I hadn't already witnessed with my own eyes. Aside from all that, there was only one Red Room I was interested in. 
 
    "Have you ever heard of something called Chateau Dahlia?" When he didn't say anything but kept staring, I had the urge to slide beneath the table.  
 
    "The woman who was murdered years ago?" His brows narrowed in confusion.  
 
    Of course, he wouldn't know what it was. If he did, that would mean he'd been there. It would mean he was aware of what happened inside. I should have kept my mouth shut. 
 
    "Thank you for the food, but I need to go." Sliding from the booth, feeling the effects of a full stomach, I hurried towards the exit. Kieran cursed loudly, scrambling to come after me. The man was like a stray dog I couldn't shoo away. 
 
    "I'm walking you back to your room," he huffed, catching up to me on the sidewalk. Telling him to go away was pointless, so I kept quiet, continuing my way.  
 
    Redwood was eerily silent. Empty. No cars were on the streets, the shops were all closed, and not a single soul was in sight. I wondered what time it was. 
 
    It took us less than five minutes to reach Ruby's Motel. The long-rehabbed brick building sat between a convenience store and a laundromat. Kieran walked me all the way to my room, remaining silent for once. The vibe between us couldn't have been any more awkward.  
 
    "Thanks for the food." Pulling my room key from my back pocket, I waited for him to walk away or say something. 
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    Steam from the rusty shower head built up condensation on the mirror. My clothes sat folded on the ugly green toilet; underwear hand-washed in the sink. 
 
    Drawing in a shaky breath, I dragged the new razor across my upper thigh, shutting my eyes as the blade tugged apart my skin. 
 
    Tiny lines of blood welled up, traveling downward and dripping onto the cracked, dull white bathtub. The euphoric feeling this once gave me paled in comparison to the way Julian made me feel. I added another slit, followed by another. I switched legs, going a bit deeper, but it wasn't working. The bliss was too fleeting. 
 
    Beyond frustrated, I launched the tiny blade across the room. Ignoring my bloody thighs, I stepped beneath the scalding water. The burning temperature made me a bit more content. Still not enough, but I would be able to sleep. 
 
    Instead of using the last bit of my body wash, I opened the simple bar soap the motel provided. This less than ideal situation had taught me a few things about life. Mainly that Everything could change in a matter of minutes; never take the little things for granted. 
 
    I’d had a family, a bank account, and freedom. My mind may have been a bit disarrayed, but I could function well enough.  
 
    None of that was relevant now.  
 
    As my thoughts rambled on, I stood beneath the water for such an elongated amount of time, sheets of ice began raining down on my skin. 
 
    Shivering uncontrollably, I finished washing and got out. Grabbing a cheap pair of cotton underwear from the last pack of four, I pulled them on before dressing in an overly large t-shirt. 
 
    I dumped peroxide on my cuts, doing a botch job of cleaning them up. With a quick brush of my teeth, using a cheap travel-sized toothbrush that couldn't possibly be doing what an average sized brush would, I was ready for bed.  
 
    After double-checking the large brass locks on the door and making sure the pinstriped curtains were closed, I turned the light out and climbed in bed. Twenty minutes passed with me doing nothing but staring at the popcorn ceiling. 
 
    I had no idea where my life was going, but I couldn't live like this every day. I had someone else to worry about now. Something had to give. 
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    In nothing but my sleep shirt, it was meant to be a stealthy mission from our room to the kitchen. 
 
    Leaning against the cool refrigerator, I sipped the honey liquid, savoring the taste, stalling going back upstairs. The front door was a sprint away but running wasn't an option. Not with Penny locked in that room. 
 
    Putting my feelings in one category was hard.  
 
    Did I love Julian?  
 
    Yes. 
 
    I loved him so much it hurt to breathe. And he didn't deserve that from me, but it didn't change anything.  
 
    Regardless, I would never accept what happened here as my way of life.  
 
    This place gave Hell a run for its money. My husband made Satan look like a pussycat. In a battle of depravity, I had faith that Julian would win, but his callous disregard for the life of others was not something I could judge him for when my feelings were almost the same. We were two horribly broken people, drawn to each other by a darkness that would ultimately destroy us. I could not fix him, and he could not fix me. 
 
    As I rinsed my cup in the sink, I felt his presence seconds before he appeared in the doorway. 
 
    "Why didn't you wake me?" 
 
    "I was just getting tea." I shut the water off, facing him as he approached. He wrapped his arms around me in a crushing embrace, hauling me into his solid chest. He had a huge issue with me leaving him in every sense of the word. 
 
     His attentiveness was nothing less than suffocating.  
 
    "Julian." 
 
     Pushing against him, a small yelp of surprise left my mouth when he lifted me up, placing me on the counter. I moved my hands to his shoulders to steady myself. 
 
    "There's a show tomorrow. “He trailed kisses down my neck, sliding his large hands beneath my sleep shirt. I didn't understand how any of the Red Room dynamics worked yet. There had been a total of three in my short time here, all spaced out. 
 
    "Why are you telling me this?" I brought my hands to his face, trying to make him focus on me and not what was between my legs.  
 
    "Because tomorrow, I have to leave. The only people who will be here are you..." he paused, spreading my legs and pulling me forward, “and Bailey." He didn't elaborate any further. There was no need to. 
 
    This would be him trusting me on my own for once. Every other time he’d left, one of his brothers babysat me. Without Julian, I was always alone. Bailey and I had no type of friendship. 
 
    Julian bit down on my shoulder, making me wince and give him my full attention. He always knew when my mind was wandering.  
 
    With one hand gripping the back of my neck, he pulled my mouth to his. Soft lips pressed against mine. He squeezed my neck, causing them to part. His tongue slipped through, sliding across the roof of my mouth.  
 
    Placing my hands on his chest, I moved downward, feeling every hardened ab he had. Reaching the waistband of his sweatpants, I slid one hand inside until I felt his throbbing 
 
    Before I could fully wrap my hand around him, he pulled away from me. I looked at him, perturbed.  
 
    "Do you remember what happens if you run?" He let go of my neck to grip my jaw. “Tell me." 
 
    "You'll make my life hell." My answer came out slightly muffled. Attempting to pull away from him, he squeezed harder. His mouth hit mine, hard. Unable to get away from him, I was forced to remain in an uncomfortable position, giving him access to appease him. I gripped his wrists in a last-ditch effort to get his hand off me. 
 
    "Wrap your legs around me," he demanded, letting go of my jaw to grab my thighs.  
 
    I obeyed him without hesitation, dazedly wondering how a trip to get tea had turned into a fuck session in the kitchen. 
 
    He lifted me off the counter and, uncharacteristically gentle, laid me beneath him on the cold kitchen laminate. A glimpse of red caught my eye; and I immediately tried to scoot out from underneath him. 
 
    "Morgana," he sighed, quickly pinning me with his weight. With a purposeful slowness, he placed the kitchen knife beside us before grabbing my hands and holding them above my head. 
 
    "Jules, get off." Immobilized, I glared up at him. My chest was heaving, my heart racing inside it. He looked down at me with a tender expression on his face. 
 
    "I'm not going to kill you." He almost sounded hurt. I never voiced my fear aloud, but I didn't need to. Most of the time, Julian knew what I was thinking before I'd figured it out for myself. 
 
    Honestly, it was terrifying how in tune he was with me, and I just as in harmony with him, knowing when he was upset, happy, or in distress.  
 
    It's what made me able to avoid the harsher treatment I knew he was capable of. 
 
    "Are we going to play this game, Dollface? Are you going to fight me and pretend your pussy isn't so wet that I can't see my reflection between your thighs?" 
 
    "Julian, stop." He ignored me, leaning down to place a kiss on my lips. Unable to move, I bit down on his bottom brim until I tasted blood. He made a sound, and then I realized he was laughing. 
 
    Keeping my hands pinned with one of his, he brought two fingers to his lower lip, a look of amusement flashing across his face. 
 
    "That wasn't nice." He clucked his tongue and flipped me onto my stomach. 
 
    The shirt was a trivial barrier between us; it did nothing to prevent him from pushing inside me. My hands slipped on the floor, causing me to lurch forward. 
 
    Julian grabbed a fistful of hair and gripped my left hip to keep me in place. I whimpered at the overwhelming sensation of his intrusion. Squeezing my eyes shut, I knew he had won before the war even started. 
 
    "Do you want to tell me how much you don't like this?" He leaned forward, resting his solid chest against my back, pushing himself deeper to whisper in my ear. He rolled his hips, eliciting a soft moan from my mouth. 
 
    "Answer me." He bit down on my earlobe and nuzzled my cheek. 
 
    "I don't know," I couldn't focus on what he wanted me to say, not with him rocking inside me. He made a humming sound in his throat, reaching for something I couldn't see. 
 
    "Julian?" The hand in my hair slipped down to grasp the back of my neck, holding me in a reverse choke hold. My back arched involuntarily as he shoved my cheek to the floor. 
 
    With my ass nearly resting on his thighs, his cock buried inside me, he drew the knife in a straight line across my skin. 
 
    "Fuck you," I hissed, feeling blood stream down my left globe. 
 
    "I think I'm the one fucking you." He cut me again, right below the first incision, starting to thrust at a rapid pace. My hands slipped again, unable to hold myself up. 
 
     Julian receded, only to flip me around, wrench my legs apart, and slam back inside me. 
 
    A gasp tore from my throat, moans and whimpers following. The knife he had placed in his mouth was brought down again, the serrated blade easily splitting open the smooth skin beneath my right breast. I couldn't overcome the dizzying amount of pleasure I got from the electrifying pain. 
 
    I found myself further spreading my legs, encouraging him to go deeper. Julian placed the bloody knife between his teeth, eagerly obliging. Running my hands up his muscular arms, I gripped his shoulders, digging in hard enough to break the skin. 
 
    The harder he fucked me, the more I dug. It didn't matter that his brothers were somewhere in the house, no doubt hearing us. Our eyes locked; he trapped me with his gaze.  
 
    With our bodies molded together, he slowly removed the knife from his mouth to continue his gentle assault. Every few seconds, another laceration was made. 
 
    Sliding around on the floor, my moans drowning out his soft grunts, and sweat dripping from his body onto mine? I watched his muscles flex as he drilled into me. 
 
    "Now, tell me." 
 
    "I like it." The words tasted like poison. He made me tell him again and again.  
 
    I wanted to be normal. I didn't want to be the woman turned on while her husband held her down on the kitchen floor and dragged a knife across her skin. Pleasure and pain bled together, feeding a sickness that I wanted to be cured of. 
 
    I came chanting his name, raking my nails down his broad back. My toes curled from the inferno that pervaded my body. Julian buried himself to the hilt, spilling his come inside me. 
 
    "I'm going to get pregnant," I gasped, trying to catch my breath. 
 
    "That's the point." He ran a finger down my cheek, a devious grin on his face. 
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    At three-thirty in the afternoon, I still hadn't gotten out of bed. If it wasn't for someone knocking on the door, I might not have. 
 
    Rolling from beneath the comforter, I snagged my semi-clean denim shorts off the toilet and wriggled into them. My reflection drew my attention to the bathroom mirror. I looked as bedraggled as I felt. 
 
    Swiping my fingers through my hair, I padded to the door, peeking through the peephole to see who was on the other side. Kieran. Figured.  
 
    Pressing my forehead to the wood, I willed him to go away. He had to have some type of police duty to run off and do. Unless I was considered police duty.  
 
    "I know you're in there Morgana. I'm not leaving until you open the door.” 
 
    "Dammit," I cursed him for making a scene. Unlocking the door, I pulled it open with much more force than necessary. Kieran stood with a bag in one hand, coffee cup in the other.  
 
    "You said you'd leave me alone." 
 
    "You're right, but I also said after I buy you food, not how much. And look, I've got food." He held up the white bag and gently shook it. I wanted to slam the door in his smug face, but whatever was in the bag would likely be my last meal until I scoured up some cash. 
 
    Check-out was tomorrow. It was either pay up or sleep in the car, which wasn't that bad an idea if I could find somewhere to park the damn thing without risking a tow. 
 
    Don't trust him, my consciousness warned, summing Kieran up as a threat. It was my typical reaction to people. Paranoia that everyone somehow knew Julian festered in the back of my mind. Every friendly smile hid something underneath. All good deeds had another a hidden agenda. 
 
    "Is there a reason why?" Cocking my head to the side, I studied him, no longer caring about my appearance. I wanted him to think I was a stuck-up bitch. Being around me wasn't a smart option for anyone. 
 
    "I thought you might like to know the diner is hiring, and seeing as you live in a motel..."  
 
    His voice trailed off when he saw the discomfort about the prospect of that flash across my face.  
 
    Be around people? Interacting all day? 
 
    I needed a job, yes, But I wasn’t sure how wise it was for me to stay in this town, or how I was going to manage working. 
 
    "Is there a late-night shift by chance?" 
 
    He didn't bat an eyelid at my request. "They're open twenty-four hours. If you want the graveyard shift, I can help make it yours."  
 
    "I have to think about—" Kieran's cell phone started ringing, making me pause. A dark look came over his face as he glanced at the screen. 
 
    "I have to take this; go to the diner and talk to Dakota." His silver eyes flashed to mine; the white bag and coffee were shoved towards me. The second they were both securely in my hands, he was walking away. 
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    As I sat on my bed in nothing but my shorts and bra, I held a lighter to my recent cuts and let them burn. 
 
    Hissing in pain but never stopping, only the telephone ringing jolted me out of my haze enough that the smell—and the sight—of burned flesh had me dropping the lighter to the floor. 
 
    Ignoring the phone, I put my head in my hands, taking even breaths. 
 
    This feeling sorry for myself bullshit was making me sick. There was too much self-hate and too little self-control. The solution to my problems was the problem I had run from.  
 
    It was tempting to walk back into Hell to gain a small piece of sanity, but then I would remind myself who I was—who Julian was. I remembered that was the place my sister brutally lost her life. 
 
    And I had to ask myself, what kind of life would our child have? They couldn't grow up in the Chateau. Dahlia could never be part of their life. 
 
    I glanced over at the alarm clock. It was three in the morning, and I had no desire to sleep. Remembering Kieran saying that the diner was open twenty-four hours, I hopped off the bed and readied myself to leave. 
 
    Just like the night Kieran walked me back to my room, everything was quiet. I was relieved when I found the diner was near desolate. One lone male sat at the counter, sipping what I assumed was coffee. 
 
    Checking to make sure my burns and cuts were covered; I crossed the street. 
 
    "I'll be right with you," a soft voice called out from somewhere in the back.  
 
    Not responding, I glanced around the retro establishment, fighting the desire to turn around and leave. I dug my nails into my palms and ignored the bubbling anxiety as best I could.  
 
    A picture hanging on the back wall grabbed my attention. Using it as a temporary distraction, I walked to where it hung.   
 
    The date at the bottom was eighteen years ago. A group of seven girls and three boys stood smiling in front of this very diner, all dressed in what had to have been the old uniform. 
 
    Three younger women drew my interest. One had chocolate brown hair and a face that could have been mine. The longer I stared at her, the more unnerved I became.  
 
    It’s just a picture. 
 
    That explanation would have killed my conspiracy theories before they started, but then I scanned the names. Julie Sanchez, Helga Andreou, Lacy Tidwell. When I swallowed, it felt like grains of sand were sliding down my throat. 
 
    "Hey." A small hand landed on my shoulder, breaking my concentration, and causing me to damn near jump out of my skin. 
 
    The girl must have sensed my blaring discomfort because she took a huge step back and still gave me a welcoming smile. She had large brown eyes, freckles, and espresso brown hair. I was looking at the real-life definition of small-town beauty queen. 
 
    "I didn't mean to scare you. I'm Dakota. You must be Morgana." It wasn't a stretch to figure out how she knew my name. Small-town gossip was fed through a grapevine, and I was certain Kieran had had a hand in it. 
 
    "Yeah, that's me." Could this situation get any more uncomfortable? Dakota stood beaming at me like I was her long-lost best friend. 
 
    "God, you probably think I'm so weird. There's not a ton of girls my age left in town. After high-school, they all hit the road." I could relate to that scenario, though, unlike Redwood, Riverview seemed to be a hotspot for tourists. 
 
    "I get it." I felt myself slowly start to relax and fought the urge to loudly exhale in relief. Glancing around the diner, I still wasn't set on the idea of working somewhere like this.  
 
    Even the midnight shift could lead to me being discovered. 
 
    That was a bigger problem than my social issues. The picture behind me solidified the fact Julian's family had ties here, as did mine.  
 
    If Julian just happened to be one of those people stopping in, I'd have a room full of people to witness me lose my shit. It burned me from the inside out to have a man controlling my life.  
 
    Seriously, fuck him for not choosing someone else to torment. It wasn't fair to play mind games with someone whose mind was never there. 
 
    Realizing an elongated amount of time had passed with me zoning out in front of Dakota, I shook my head and forced a smile. "Can I give you an answer tomorrow?" 
 
    "Sure, there's no rush." 
 
     I was thanking her and walking away before the last word fell from her mouth. Who was I kidding? It was hard enough to stand outside and look through the window.  
 
    Did I honestly believe I could put on a happy face and interact with multiple individuals?  
 
    My irrational fears, and my inability to fight off an invisible opponent, had become a crippling burden. I truly was my own worst enemy. 
 
    I didn't want to die, but I wished I could fall asleep and never wake up until all was well. I would be normal. I'd be strong. More importantly, I'd be able to stomach the girl I saw every time I looked in the mirror. 
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    I went back to the library as soon as they were open, slinking out of my room on the sly.  
 
    A woman was reading in an oversized chair, and the librarian was busy putting books back on shelves. Wandering to the public computers, I sat in a position that allowed me to watch the room. I had a reason for returning, but first, I looked up whether mental illness was genetic.  
 
    All I found out was that it could carry, but just because one parent had it, didn't mean the baby would. None of this information was particularly helpful. 
 
    I wasn’t entirely sure what Julian, or I truly suffered from. 
 
    Irritated and more than a little concerned, I hit the back arrow to the main screen. When I searched again, I looked up Lacy Tidwell Redwood. 
 
    There was only one direct result, an alumni site for the Redwood Cardinals cheer team. 
 
    I stared at the names with the same sick feeling I'd had at the diner. My mother's name, Julian's mom's name, and Lacy Tidwell all sprang off the screen at me. There was either a connection between the three, or I was going down a dead-end trail. No matter, something compelled me to find out who the woman was that looked identical to me. 
 
    After about a dozen attempts to access Lacy's bio page, the server kicked me off and sent me back to the main web browser. Confused, I tried again, but the same thing happened. I was ready to take a different approach, but then awareness set in.  
 
    Someone was watching me. 
 
    I looked away from the screen to see Dakota slipped around me with a sneaky smile on her face. 
 
    "If you wanted info on Lacy, all you had to do was ask," she said, twirling a dark strand of hair around her finger. 
 
    "I don't know—" 
 
    "What I'm talking about? Look, I see you have this standoffish thing. Probably don't trust me for the shit, but I'm not out to do whatever it is you think I'm trying to do." 
 
    I ignored her, wondering just how much she’d seen. "What do you know about her?" This would either backfire in my face or help me, but I had to do something besides mutilate my body. 
 
    "You're gonna have to put your big girl panties on and come to my house. We can't talk here." She crossed her arms and gave me a smug smile.  
 
    I pushed away from the computer, refusing to partake in whatever game she was trying to play.  
 
    "Let me help you. I know you're from Riverview," she confessed loudly, drawing the other library patrons’ attention straight to us.  
 
    Muttering under my breath, I did something I never do; I grabbed her by the arm and hauled her towards the exit. She came willingly enough. When we got outside, I nearly shoved her across the sidewalk. 
 
    "How did you know that? Who are you?" I whispered harshly, ready to pounce on her if need be. 
 
    "You think you're the first girl to run here? I know all about those psychos in the big house. The Andreous? This might as well be their town, too." She spat Julian's surname out with venom.  
 
    "How do you know about the Dahlia?" I eyed her suspiciously. 
 
    "My sister and two of her friends drove out there to see if the rumors were true. Haven’t seen or heard from her since." She fingered the ring hanging from a silver chain around her neck. I swallowed, bringing my hand to my own, where Penny's necklace now hung. 
 
    "And my dad's a cop," she added when I still didn't respond. A multitude of additional questions attacked my brain. 
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    I knelt in her living room, watching her fingers fly over the keyboard of a silver laptop.  
 
    "How do you know what I’m looking for?"  
 
    "I’m just showing you what I’ve found before. It’s a small town, I had to find a way to feed my inner geek." After another few minutes, she looked at me with a bright smile, leaning to the side so I could see the screen. 
 
    Lacy's bio was pulled up, fully intact. A picture of her stared back at us. I leaned forward, staring at a face that looked too much like mine. Was this more of my crazy? Or was it what it appeared to be? 
 
    Dakota didn't say a word; she sat on the couch with her hands resting in her lap. I began to read, eating the words with my eyes. Lacy Tidwell, an honor student who was on the cheer team, lived in town with her grandmother, Frida Tidwell. 
 
    "What do you know about her?" I looked over at Dakota, then back at the screen. 
 
    "Only what I've heard whispered around here, and what my dads’ told me. She was well liked, outgoing, smart. She disappeared for a while after running off with her boyfriend. 
 
    "Cops found her in another town and brought her back here. Nobody really says much. Everything went back to normal. She was known as a whore after that, kept to herself. The whole thing was way before my time, so…" She shrugged, tucking a strand of hair behind her ear. 
 
    Something wiggled at the back of my brain, trying to tell me more. I stopped trying to grasp what it was when I read that she dated a football player named Philip. 
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    I clutched the glass in my hands so tightly it changed the pigmentation of my skin. I'd never been as lost as I felt then. 
 
    Everything in my life was going downhill. I had no reason to believe my mother wasn’t my mother. 
 
    Until now. 
 
    Seemed no matter what I did I couldn’t get a break from this endless cycle of questions. It never stopped; I couldn't run from the things inside my head. 
 
    "I was told to give you this." A black dahlia was thrust into my line of sight. 
 
    I blinked rapidly, staring from the flower to the face of the older librarian. Dakota paused on her way to refill a man’s coffee, watching us closely. 
 
    “By who?” I asked, already knowing the answer. 
 
    The woman nodded her head towards the window. A cold sweat broke out at the base of my neck as I turned my head to look out the window. Sure enough, a dark cherry Barracuda was parked across the street.  
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    The black dahlia had been a last-minute idea. I knew the flower would be a dead giveaway that I had arrived.  
 
    She looked the same, albeit exhausted, which wasn't hard to imagine when I was the one who took care of her. Call me cocky if you'd like, I was aware of what my wife needed.  
 
    Right now, she needed my hands around her throat and punishment that would make her want to chain herself to me. A penalty that was already planned. 
 
    I waved my fingers at her in a come-hither motion, smiling when she gave a slight shake of her head. Ever the rebel. I'd planned for this, too. 
 
    Jerking my chin, indicating she should look across the room, I watched her turn her head. Luca had gone through the back door; he was saying something to Dakota that had her visibly tensing. He looked over at Morgana, giving her a small wave and a shit-eating grin. 
 
    I knew she wouldn't make a scene, that in less than five minutes her anxiety would overwhelm her if she didn't get her ass in gear. Quicker than I'd estimated, she was out of her booth, saying something to Dakota before flying out of the diner. 
 
    Her steps faltered for a fraction of a second, and then she was practically running. Right back to everything she loved and hated. Right back to me. I concealed all emotion and held back from grabbing her by the hair and dragging her into the car. 
 
    "Do what I tell you, and I won't hurt her, or the cop." 
 
     I was going to wait to drop the Kieran bomb, but the more compliant she was, the better. 
 
    "What do you want?" she snapped at me. I couldn't hold back my smile this time. The fire in her olive-hued eyes turned my cock to stone. 
 
    Walking around the car, I opened the passenger side door. "Get in." 
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    He didn't say a word.  
 
    Neither did I. 
 
    When he pulled into the parking lot of Ruby's, I didn't dare ask how he knew exactly where I had been. I'd surpassed my limit of what I could handle long ago.  
 
    He got out, coming around to open my door for me. Ever the gentleman, he swept a hand outward indicating I should walk in front of him. 
 
    Moving quickly, I went to the door of my room and inserted the key card. 
 
    I'd just pressed the handle down when he pushed it open, almost bowling me over as he shoved me inside.  
 
    The immediate familiarity of him was overwhelming. The undaunted strength he possessed currently had my back pressed against the door, slamming it shut.  
 
    His pale green eyes bored into mine. I waited for him to yell or hurt me; he never did.  
 
    Instead, his arms wrapped around me in a suffocating embrace that made it hard to breathe. He moved back so he could cup my face in his hands, pressing a soft kiss to my forehead. 
 
    "We have so much to talk about, but first…" He let me go to retrieve his cell phone, giving me the dimpled smile I'd fallen in love with. He grabbed my hand and led me away from the door. 
 
    "What about—" He cupped a hand over my mouth to hush me and put the phone on speaker. 
 
    "Are we on?" Luca asked as soon as he answered. 
 
    "No, keep her sedated and take her home. Make sure Kieran is dealt with accordingly." Smacking his hand away from me, I glared at him. 
 
    "Accordingly? That's not what you said—" 
 
    "I promised you they wouldn't be hurt. And they won't.” He looked around the room as if searching for something before bringing his attention back to me. 
 
    I'd slowly been inching towards the door. He quirked a brow, shaking his head at my blatant attempt to get away from him. 
 
    "If you run from me again, I will make sure you're locked away somewhere only I can get to you. You're certifiable enough." 
 
    "And you aren't?"  
 
    He scoffed like the idea was absurd. 
 
    "We can talk later. There's something I need to do." He made a come-hither motion, beckoning me to walk to him. Taking my time, I went forward at a snail's pace, keeping my eyes trained on his face. 
 
    When I was in front of him, he bent down and scooped me into his arms.  
 
    Once settled on the edge of the bed, he proceeded to yank up the skirt of the cheap summer dress I was wearing. 
 
    Only Julian would immediately check to see if I'd been hurting myself, and only now did true shame set in, knowing he saw the fresh cuts over and my burnt skin. 
 
    His entire body tensed beneath me, a deep exhale came from his slightly parted lips, fingertips skimming over what I’d done. 
 
    "You fight me every step of the way. Why? Look at you. Look what you've done to yourself.” He all but shoved me off him, standing up to pace the room in a predatory way. “When are you going to admit it?” 
 
    "Admit what?"  
 
    "I am what keeps you grounded. You are what keeps me sane. Together, we are perfect for one another." He stopped pacing, giving me a look so sinister, chills raced up my spine. 
 
    My body began reacting to his proximity, even as my mind raced. He was the addiction I had naively tried to cure, failing miserably to do so.  
 
    "Jules." Shaking my head, I cast my gaze to the floor. He was in front of me before I could blink; hand in my hair, yanking my head back. 
 
    "Here's what's going to happen." He spread my legs with his knee. "You're going to take my cock out and show me how much you've missed it." I swallowed, looking up at him, unable to move my head. 
 
    "I can't hear you, Dollface." He dug into my scalp, making me whimper. There was no option to deny him. I couldn't fight him and risk what he may do to me, just as I couldn't tell him about the baby. 
 
    Only when my options had been fully eliminated, and I was imprisoned inside his home would I give up on finding a way to give this kid a chance at a normal life. 
 
    "Let me touch you," I whispered. His grip immediately loosened.  
 
    With shaking hands, I undid his belt, pushing his slacks over his hips until I freed his cock. 
 
    He watched on silently as I lowered my face. 
 
    Swiping my tongue across my lips, I opened my mouth slowly, taking him inside, gripping him with one hand. 
 
    "Did you forget how to suck a dick, Dollface?" He gripped my hair once more and took control, beginning to fuck my mouth. He shoved himself inside, hitting the back of my throat, receding and pushing back in.  
 
    I choked around his thickness. My eyes watered as I struggled to breathe. Attempting to slow him down, my hands went to his thighs. He abruptly pulled away from me, letting his pants fall the rest of the way down his toned legs. 
 
    He pressed against me until my back was flat on the bed. The cotton underwear disappeared, the mint halter dress with them. Left completely nude, exposed for his hungry eyes to feast on, I refrained from covering myself, knowing I needed this as badly as I secretly deserved it. 
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    She was the embodiment of perfection. No women had, or ever would, hold a candle to Morgana. Her eyes watched me; her hands fisted by her sides. She kept herself exposed, letting me drink her in. 
 
    Flawless, smooth caramel skin, hair hanging around her shoulders, hiding perfect, perky round breasts. Hips with curved definition and legs that looked even better wrapped around my waist.  
 
    She was radiating nervous energy, and while I ached to teach her a lesson, it would have to wait until we were home.  
 
    I settled my face between her legs and wrapped my hands around her thighs to hold her in place. Spreading the lips of her sweet pussy with my fingers, I started pushing my tongue as far inside her as it would go. 
 
    Taking my thumb, I began to roll her clit, continuing to swirl my tongue, dipping it in and out to run up her slit. It didn’t take long before she started to shake; her legs tried to lock my head between them. 
 
    Digging my nails into her skin, she gasped, threading her hands through my hair. Knowing she was close to coming, feeling her tremble in my hands and hearing her moans grow louder, I moved my mouth higher and sucked her clit inside, torturing her bundle of nerves before biting down. 
 
    She gripped my hair, making me growl like a fucking animal as she cried out, coming inside my mouth. Not bothering to remove her juices from my face, I slid up her sexy body, hooking her legs over my shoulders with ease. 
 
    Before she could catch her breath and come down, I drove my dick into her cunt, fucking her as hard as I could, giving her no reprieve. 
 
    "Jules...please." Her begging was a symphony to my ears, her soft cries harmonized in my brain.  
 
    "Keep begging." I thrust faster, pounding into her. My balls slapped against the groove of her ass, mixing with the sound of her moans and the headboard slamming into the wall. 
 
    She screamed, begging for a mercy she wouldn't get from me. I wanted everyone in town in a thousand-mile radius to hear me fucking what was mine.  
 
    I wrapped my hand around her throat, adding enough pressure to disrupt her air supply. Leaning low, causing my dick to hit her G-spot, I bit down into her shoulder until she brokenly whispered my name.  
 
    "Julian!" she cried out seconds later, trying to run from the climax that possessed her body, making her quiver and come apart. Her pussy clamped down on me, forcing my dick to spasm. 
 
    When my balls drew up tight, I made sure I buried myself to the hilt, pumping my seed into her. 
 
    Her hands came up to cradle my face. I rested my forehead against hers, feeling her body tremble from the aftershocks of her climax.  
 
    Now that I was temporarily sated, it was time to go home. 
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    With one swipe of his tongue, he had me right back where he wanted me. He'd made my body come alive for him, giving me a minimal amount of pain.  
 
    I closed my eyes, already feeling the effects of all things Julian. I was already craving more of him. More pleasure, more pain. 
 
    "We need to leave." He placed a chaste kiss on my forehead and pulled away. His clothes were fixed in seven seconds flat. With a swipe of his hand, his hair was tamed back into its sleek style.  
 
    He gave me my dress, sans underwear. I slid into it and did my best with my own mane. 
 
    "Tell me about my sister. Why did you make me think she was in that room? What he did to her…" My tattered heart shredded, replaying the visuals in my head. It forced me to think of my father, which made me think of Lacy Tidwell.  
 
    I knew Julian had every answer to my questions. I also knew getting him to tell me those answers would take time, or he simply never would. Now was as good of time to demand answers as any. I should’ve done that from the time he stepped into this room. Not give into him again and again. 
 
    "Because I'm a bastard. It was selfish. And partially to shield you from it." 
 
    "You mean to control me?"  
 
    "Yes. And I would do it again. It kept you obedient." He looked down at my exposed legs, then back at my face. 
 
    "Tell me, Morgana. How do you tell someone their father owns part of something like Dahlia? That he's one of the most requested performers?” 
 
    “Or that he dragged his daughter into a room to torture and then sleep with her, day after day, before killing her?" 
 
    I wanted to cry, but my eyes were dry. I'd already cried so much over my father, who he really was, and the painful things he'd done to my sister. 
 
    "Penny used to lure girls and boys out for him. All those friends she had, all the boyfriends? I guess it wouldn't cross your mind to wonder why the same ones never came around." Rejections filtered through my head at his confession, but I knew he wasn't lying. 
 
    "Penny wasn't sick." 
 
    "I know. She was what you call normal, which really makes her sicker than either of us."  
 
    Could I argue that point? 
 
    This was all so exhausting. It made me feel empty. The things everyone made me believe, lies spun around me in a suffocating web of cruel intentions.  
 
    "We need to leave here," he repeated, moving around the room, checking for who knows what.  
 
    I gave a resigned shrug, giving no indication of what I planned on doing. Something I could never let him find out about. 
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    The stars in the sky gave beauty to a dark night.  
 
    I'd dozed for the first forty minutes of the drive, but now a soft thud kept waking me. 
 
    "What's wrong with your car?" I unintentionally snapped. My overall sour mood and exhaustion had my patience on empty.  
 
    "Nothing," he answered calmly. 
 
    "What do you mean, nothing? What is that––who is in the trunk?" 
 
    The inside lights on his dash were the only thing that allowed me to see one side of his mouth tilt up in a smirk.  
 
    I was right; he had someone in the goddamn trunk. 
 
    "Julian, who is in the trunk?" My nerves were shot. He wouldn't give me any answers on Dakota, and his possessive nature had a murderous look spreading across his face when I asked about Kieran. 
 
    "Someone my brother put there." 
 
    "How long have they been in there?" Fuck, I wasn't ready to deal with this.  
 
    A bright florescent light temporarily blinded me. The green and blue sign for some unknown gas station. No other vehicles were in sight. 
 
    “Stay put,” he warned climbing out of the car.  
 
    I watched until he was inside, talking on his cell phone. Moving as fast as I could, I unbuckled my seatbelt and dove across the seat. He'd taken the keys with him, but I was more concerned about the person in the trunk. Pulling the lever for trunk, I heard the telltale pop. 
 
    Scrambling out of the car, I darted to the rear, lifting the lid. The smell of excrement had me gagging. A curvy woman was inside in nothing but her bra and piss-y underwear. 
 
    She sobbed from behind her gag; her wrists were tied behind her back. Glancing up, my stomach dipped. Julian stood staring out at me from the front store-window, his expression unreadable. 
 
    "You have to get up, we have to—" Looking at her legs, the one she rested on was leaning at an odd angle. It was broken; there was no way she could run, and I couldn't carry her. 
 
    "I'll be back." I didn't make any promises; what I was doing was reckless. It made no difference to me when someone died—I could even watch them be tortured—but toss an injured person in front of me in need of help, and suddenly I was a saint. A hypocritical hero.  
 
    Storming towards the gas station, the closer I got, the clearer Julian's smile grew.  
 
    I barged right inside, barely glancing at the man behind the counter. “You have to let her go.” 
 
    "Why would I do that?"  
 
    "Because it's wrong!" 
 
    "Is everything all right?" The guy came from behind the counter, walking towards us. 
 
    "We're fine; my wife hasn't had her medicine for a few days. She gets delusional."  
 
    "I'm delusional? You're crazy!" 
 
    Come on, we still have little ways to go." He brushed past me so calm and collected, making it seem as though I truly were insane. 
 
    I turned boldly to the employee. "He has a woman in his trunk. She's covered in piss, and her leg is broken."  
 
    The man's face visibly paled, but he made no effort to move. 
 
    "Why are you just standing there? Call the police!" He still stood rooted in place. Attempting to move past him to call myself, he reached out and grabbed me by the shoulders. 
 
    If I could have foreseen the consequence of his action, I would've never gotten out of the car. 
 
    Julian pulled the man away, steadying me so I didn't fall on my ass, and then his hand was around the man's throat, lifting him off the ground.  
 
    "Jules, no!" I tried to pull him away, failing miserably. The man's pale face turned a bold shade of red. He gasped for air, flailing his arms around. 
 
    "Julian, put him down!" I screamed until my voice turned hoarse. He sighed and looked at the ceiling before lowering the man to the floor.  
 
    "I'm sorry, I shouldn't have touched her," the man whined. 
 
    "That's right, you shouldn't have fucking touched her." Julian retorted; his voice as deceptively calm as always. I'd just started to feel slightly relieved when he gripped the man by the back of the neck and slammed his face into the ice cream freezer. 
 
    I heard the bone in his nose crack. Blood sprayed across the glass. The man slid to the floor, sobbing, as Julian stepped away.  
 
    Rushing behind the counter, I searched frantically for a phone. Julian walked towards me, taking his time without a care in the world. 
 
    Spotting a handgun, I grabbed the heavy piece of metal and pointed it at him. 
 
    He never stopped walking.  
 
    "Go ahead, pull the trigger." He kept coming until he was right in front of me. His green hues staring into my olive ones, unblinking. 
 
    “What are you waiting for? Shoot me.” He reached out and grabbed my hand, bringing the barrel of the gun to his forehead 
 
    We could have stood there for minutes, but it felt like hours. I couldn’t kill him. I needed him as much as I tried to hate him. A sob tore through my chest and my grip loosened; Julian easily took the gun from my hand, winking at me. 
 
    "Poor thing,” he sighed. “Oh, and your safety was on.” He did something I couldn't see on his way back to the employee. 
 
    "Julian, don—"  
 
    He pressed the gun to the man's temple and pulled the trigger. Some type of chunky matter and blood splattered across bags of chips and the tiled floor. 
 
    "That's gorgeous," Julian admired, adding, "Not as gorgeous as you, of course." He slipped the gun into his back pocket and strode back to where I was standing with my feet shackled in place. 
 
    "He didn't...how could you do that to him?" 
 
    "He touched you. That was me being nice. I had every right to put him in the trunk and take him home. Now come." He walked around the counter and grabbed my limp hand, practically dragging me back to the car. 
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    A man was dead because of me.  
 
    There was a woman in the trunk on the way to what I was certain would be her painful last days, all because I couldn't pull a trigger. 
 
    "I need a cleanup on Route 18." Julian spoke into his phone, said a few more words, and hung up. 
 
    "How do you get away with this? Killing so many people?" I leaned my head against the leather seat and stared at him. He was beautiful yet, at the same time, he was terrifyingly ugly. 
 
    "This started long before me. Redwood is just an extension of Riverview. That gas station has no cameras; it's placed where it is for a reason." The meaning of his words wasn't lost on me. Route 18 was the real-life version of the highway to Hell. 
 
    "I hate that I fell in love with you." Looking away from him, I felt my rationale falling to pieces, silent tears coming down with it. 
 
    "I know, and I love you more than I'd like to admit. But here we are, and not even death could take you away from me."  
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    The Chateau seemed bigger than I remembered. Julian came around and opened my door, reaching down to help me out of the car.  
 
    "What about the girl?" I gestured to the trunk.  
 
    He disregarded my question until after he lifted me into his arms and started walking towards the front door. 
 
    "Someone else can get her; you're barely standing on your feet." Resting my head on his shoulder, I didn't fight him, he was right. Exhaustion seemed to swarm me in waves when it set in lately. 
 
    I knew this was far from over. He wouldn't let my escape go so easily. Not to mention I still had our baby to think about, and a million questions that hadn't been answered. Who was Lacy Tidwell, and where did she fit into all of this? Dakota...Kieran...everything was a mess. 
 
    Julian carried me upstairs to our room. I was almost asleep the second my head hit the pillow and he'd pulled my dress off my body. 
 
    "Why didn't you tell me about my dad?" The question came out small and groggily, but he heard me. He turned off the bedside lamp, shrouding us in darkness. When the silence stretched on, I thought he was just choosing not to answer me. 
 
    "Phillip is an issue we will discuss after you're more clear-headed. I have some things to take care of. I'll be in later. Get some sleep. You're going to need it; we have a special dinner tomorrow," he murmured in my ear, placing a lingering kiss on my lips before leaving the room. 
 
    Without any further explanation I knew this dinner was a direct result of me leaving him. It was a consequence for my actions. The only thing left to ponder was who else was going to be hurt because of me. 
 
    I had to find a way out of this situation; I loved him too much to let him go. His darkness called to me and made me feel at home. He’d become the crutch I didn’t know I needed. But if he found out about our baby, I feared I'd never see the light of day again. I had to make a solid decision for once, and I had to make it fast. 
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    I woke just as he finished tying my left hand down with a thick rope. 
 
    The room was still dark, but through a gap in the drapes, I saw the blue tinted sky of a rising sun. 
 
    "Julian?" My voice was sleep-laden; I tugged at the restraints around my wrists, only to feel that my ankles were in the same predicament. 
 
    Naked and crucified on his bed, he stood above me, staring at me with an inexpressive look on his face. 
 
    "Did you think I would just get over the fact you decided to leave me? Make a potential fool out of me to the rest of the town?" He skated his fingers across my foot before reaching down and lifting the tail end of a rope. 
 
    "I'm sorry, I didn't hear your response." He pulled the rope. 
 
    "I'm sorry," I breathed, trying to ignore the burn in my ankles. 
 
    "Not yet, you aren't." He let go of the tail, moving to the nightstand. It was the first time I noticed the lit candle and the wicked bayonet beside it. 
 
    My throat swelled in fear, my heart colliding with the cavity in my chest. 
 
    He held the flame to the wicked, pointed blade, heating it. When he set the candle down, his attention went to my left leg. 
 
    "Do you see what you did?" He fingered my burned skin, a look of disdain flashing across his face. "This body belongs to me. Every surface. Every fuckable hole you have is mine. If you hadn't run away, this wouldn't be here. Would it?" 
 
    "No," I looked down at myself, ashamed. 
 
    "Good, then you understand." I didn't understand, and I wanted to ask him what he meant, but he gripped my thigh, leaned over it, and began to push the hot blade into my skin. 
 
    My brain didn't register the pain until he curved the handle and made a shape. 
 
    "What are you doing?" I made the mistake of pulling on the restraints. Caught off guard by the twine tightening even further, I cried out in pain. 
 
    Blood seeped from the cuts he was making on my skin, making a mess of the silken sheets. He continued to dig the blade in, swirling it this way and that, reveling in my pain. The screams and whimpers leaving my mouth were something between agony and bliss. 
 
    Seemingly done with my left thigh, he immediately moved to the right. I shut my eyes and focused on trying to breathe. They remained closed when he moved away, flying open when an unbearable heat was pressed against my open flesh. 
 
    "Julian, stop!" My voice broke. Tears poured from my eyes, obscuring my vision.  
 
    "Keep screaming; you're making my cock incredibly hard." He moved the candle to my other leg, holding the flame against my bloodied skin. The smell of burnt blood and flesh permeated in the air. 
 
    Not having gone far enough, he tilted the wick, letting the wax drip onto my wound.  
 
    I hissed sharply, clenching my restraints and fighting my body's natural reaction to flinch. 
 
    He finally stood at the end of the bed, admiring his handiwork. I stared up at the flat ceiling, trying to plug my tears. The candle was sat back on the nightstand, flame extinguished.  
 
    A soft rustling sound filled the air as his clothing whispered to the floor. The bayonet that had cut into me was used to free my ankles and wrists. I lay in the same position, muscles aching and blistered skin in agony. Julian climbed over me, nestling between my spread legs. 
 
    "Your cunt is dripping wet," he whispered in my ear, pushing two fingers inside me. He moved across my face to kiss away my tears before gently kissing my lips, the taste of salt lingering. 
 
    I allowed him to kiss me; the invisible leather collar he had around my neck didn't need to be tugged for my compliance. He could do whatever he wanted to me, and my body would always be responsive. My heart would always let him in. 
 
    Call me stupid, foolish, naïve…none of it mattered.  
 
    He fed a part of me I was no longer strong enough to delude myself into thinking I could go without. I'd tried to harden myself against him, to stand strong in my resolve to keep his viciousness away from my heart. It was too late; he breached my fragile perimeters and infiltrated my system. 
 
    My mouth parted for him; my arms held him. I was sick with myself for not shoving away from him. His solid body melted against mine, his thick cock replacing his fingers inside my soaked pussy. 
 
    "Do you feel how hard you made me?" He thrust forward slowly and kissed me again before taking my legs and bending them so they touched my chest. I groaned from the added pain. 
 
    He flexed his hips gradually increasing his speed until his cock was pounding into me, showing no leniency. His hands remained on my legs, keeping them pressed nearly against my breasts. The louder I moaned and called out for him, the harder he drilled into me. 
 
    I jarred beneath him, digging my nails into his golden skin as he brought me to a precipice and shoved me over the edge, shattering me apart, causing incoherent words to spill from my mouth. My body quivered, tremors coursing through me. He found his release without making a sound. 
 
    We stayed locked together for a few silent moments, an odd sense of temporary peace settling in my mind. When he pulled his flaccid cock from me, semen leaked out. 
 
    He wordlessly dipped his fingers into it before bringing them to my thigh. I watched as he swirled his come with remnants of my blood, tracing his fingertips along my skin. I could finally see what he had done. 
 
    His name was permanently engraved into each of my thighs.  
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    I was on autopilot, going through the motions. 
 
    Julian fucked me again in the shower, making me wrap my legs around him and guiding me up and down on his cock. His hands seemed to be on me every time I turned around. 
 
    He put some sort of ointment on my skin, tending to my old cuts and my permanent new tattoo. The dinner was mentioned again and, a few softly spoken words later, he was kissing me to say he would see me then. 
 
    That successfully detonated my mind’s steady stream of smooth sailing, crushing my small sense of peace. What was going to happen at this dinner? The possibilities were endless. This was Julian, after all. 
 
    Dressing in the emerald evening gown he laid out for me, I stared at my reflection. I appeared to be a healthy young woman; nothing would give away what really occurred in my life.  
 
    My hair hung down, now clean and back to its healthier state of shine. My makeup was barren, aside from a soft dab of lip-gloss. 
 
    The gown hugged every natural curve I had and gave an added lift to my breasts. If there was ever an outfit to unmask a hidden bulge, it was a tight dress. Pressing a palm to my stomach, I was grateful no one could tell my secret. I couldn't be that far along; I estimated maybe three months. 
 
    Lathering vanilla lotion into my skin was my last added effort before leaving the lavish bedroom. I wandered the halls, bare feet padding over the cool marble floor. The smell of pot roast, vegetables, and something chocolate wafted through the air. 
 
    A few soft voices reached my ears as I stepped downstairs. Following them, I found myself in the kitchen. Two heads turned to look at me. Julian’s mother Helga, and Belle. Neither of whom I wanted to see. 
 
    "Morgana, it's so good to have you home," Helga gushed, rushing over and throwing her arms around me. 
 
    "Don't ever do something so goddamn stupid again," she whispered in my ear. Her eyes, hauntingly like her son's, glared at me when she stepped away. 
 
    Belle smiled, but there was nothing genuine about it. This is what my life had come to: watching people be murdered, sadistic sex, and backstabbing territorial bitches. I may have been weak regarding Julian, but I was never going to let someone walk all over me. 
 
    After all the shit Julian had put me through, that sick fuck was just as much mine as I was his. And I could tell by Belle’s body language, she wasn’t pleased by it. I didn't care she was gorgeous; a million women on the entire planet were gorgeous. Julian still chose to be with me.  
 
    Bypassing each of them, I headed for the adjoining room. The moment I stepped foot into it, I wanted to turn around. No, I wanted to save my friends and run to the furthest ends of the earth. The woman from the trunk, the man who had given me the Honda, Tony, and Allison sat with their wrists fastened to the arms of the dining chairs.  
 
    None of them were lucid, their heads all lolling around on their shoulders. If my ears weren't deceiving me, Tony was laughing under his breath. 
 
    My eyes fell on a table that was like those in the Red Rooms, lined with silver platters, all covered by lids. Julian's family sat looking at me expectantly, Kieran among them, looking one hundred percent healthy. 
 
    "What is this?"  
 
    "This...is dinner." Julian swept into the room, making a dramatic entrance. 
 
    "Why are they here? What have you done?" I knew he would reprimand me. I knew he was angrier than he was letting on, but I'd never have guessed he would go this far. He wasn't supposed to kidnap the only real friends I had and drug them. Based off their appearances, he'd had them for quite some time. 
 
    He began to move towards me, taking his time. "Do you notice anyone missing?" I looked around the table again; each set of eyes was like a brick laid upon my chest. I looked to the floor, counting in my head. 
 
    "Freak," Belle muttered, loud enough for me to hear as she walked past me. Not a second later she released a yelp of pain. I glanced up, seeing Porter had stood from his seat and had a hand tightly knotted in her hair. 
 
    "Apologize," Julian hissed at her, coming to take my hand. 
 
    "Why do I have to—" 
 
    "Apologize, or I'll let him slit your throat." 
 
    She audibly swallowed before mumbling an apology. Porter shoved the back of her head, flashing me a boyish smile before reclaiming his seat. 
 
    "Remember what I told you?" Julian stood in front of me, blocking their views. 
 
    "No one else matters but you and me." He tilted my chin up to look at him. I tried to shake my head, but he wouldn't let me. 
 
    "Tell me who's missing." 
 
    "B... Bailey," I whispered, hoping he wasn’t going to disclose what he had done to her. I didn't want to know. The visual my mind conjured was enough. 
 
    "Why not just let me go?" I wrapped my hand around his, pretending no one else was in the room, indubitably aware that their eyes were still on us. 
 
    "Because I'm your husband, I made a promise." 
 
    “A promise to God?” I couldn’t help but scoff. 
 
    “No, beautiful. A promise to you. Therefore, this all had to happen. You reject every truth I give you." He dropped his hand and wrapped an arm around my waist. "No more weak links. No more leverage. Let’s start over with no one between us.” 
 
    My head moved from side to side. “I don’t understand.” 
 
    “It’s simple. You're going to sit down at the table and tell me which one of our guests gets to die first." 
 
    His words thrust me further into a place where my mind scrambled to find the realism in what was going on around me. He wanted me to choose who would live and who would die?  
 
    "I...I can't do it," I choked on my words, pleading with my eyes for him to understand. 
 
    "If you can't decide, Dollface, I will do it for you."
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    Unfettered tears streamed down my face. 
 
    His mouth was a never-ending waterfall of blood, running down his chin, coating his naked chest. Everyone around me continued to eat as if this were normal. 
 
    Tony was eating shards of glass like they were a gourmet meal. He was high out of his mind from whatever lethal drug cocktail Julian had given him. I'd been confined to my chair after trying to stop him multiple times. 
 
    Allison, who had become lucid during the turn of events, started screaming the minute she realized what was happening. Or, screaming as best she could. Her jaw was wired shut. Apparently, someone had 'accidentally' broken it when she was first taken. 
 
    It was a horror movie being played out before my eyes, and my friends had the starring roles. Except, there weren't any props, and the large camera filming their painful demise was streaming to a live audience somewhere in the house. 
 
    My voice was brittle and broken after begging and crying for Julian to make him stop. Choking sounds had my half heart twisting in my chest, watching as Tony expelled blood across the table, causing Belle and Porter to fly out of their chairs. 
 
    He heaved, retching and convulsing in his seat. The one hand he had free began digging in his mouth, as if he could pull out whatever was choking him. His wild brown eyes met mine, abnormally large irises intensifying his terrified gaze. 
 
    The small grasp I had on my mental state fell away. This was all my fault, for continuously choosing a man who defied all human morality. Who had no regard for anyone outside of his family—the one I was now forever tied to. 
 
    I deserved a fate worse than Hell, and this had to be it. After a few desperate breaths, Tony slumped, his body going still, blood still drizzling into his bowl of shards. 
 
    The last time we'd spoken, he had been trying to warn me of who Julian was, warning me from the very beginning to stay away. 
 
    "Make it quick," Julian spoke, sounding a million miles away. His hands began to undo the restraints he'd put me in. 
 
    "You're all insane." My gravelly voice was clear, despite the sobs wracking my body. Julian's parents both looked over at me. 
 
    Porter pulled a capped needle from his pocket and approached Allison. I knew whatever was in it was meant to kill her. Part of me knew that this was the most merciful way for her to go; rather than being tortured, she would die almost peacefully. The other part couldn't handle her dying because of me.  
 
    "Stay away from her!" Shoving to my feet, now that my own restraints were gone, I grabbed my dinner bowl and launched it across the table. Italian soup flew everywhere, the bowl connecting with Porter's forehead. 
 
    "What the fuck?" he yelled at me, grabbing his head. 
 
    "Leave her alone!" Before I could move towards him, Julian was bear-hugging me from behind. It triggered a reaction I couldn't recall or explain. 
 
    Words were falling from my mouth incoherently; I clawed and kicked at him to let me go. My heart was seconds away from bursting through my chest.  
 
    "Morgana!" his voice boomed, a split second before a sharp pain exploded in the back of my head. 
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    I think I may have gone a bit too far. 
 
    It was a small error, really. I should have waited to eliminate her friends. Or, perhaps I could have gone about it a little differently. 
 
    If I had simply told her Tony was dead, she would have been sad and reverted to her usual self in two days’ time, not wilt away and be force-fed for two weeks like a motherless calf. 
 
    I'd done the most drastic thing I could think of and moved her to the guest house at the edge of the property. I hired a fucking caretaker slash therapist that I knew would keep her mouth shut. 
 
    I hadn't seen my wife in a month, but according to my daily updates, she was back to her old self. Mouthy, stubborn, and a little bit off the walls. She also refused to see me until I gave her all the answers her heart desired. 
 
    It was amusing how she thought she had a choice.  
 
    I'd give her just enough to sate what she was foaming at the mouth for. Then, I'd fuck her until my dick was chafed and my balls were milked dry. 
 
    There was no one to stand between us. They were all gone now. Tony and Allison had been burned together in the old incinerator. The woman Porter had stashed in my trunk was being used for the streaming tomorrow night. 
 
    Luca walked into my office unannounced and took a seat across from my desk. 
 
    "Anything new?" He spun his wedding ring around, crossing one leg over the other. 
 
    "I'm going to tell her whatever she wants to know. I'll just tweak some things to my liking." It was still the truth, right? 
 
    "You shouldn't have Belle here. That’s a disaster waiting to happen," Luca warned me for what had to be the millionth time. 
 
    "Belle knows if she utters another word of bullshit to my wife, I'll cut her tongue out." I didn't want to kill her unless I was left with no other options. She was desperate to take Morgana's place.  
 
    While it would remove a huge amount of stress to have a stable woman taking over everything Morgana should have, I couldn't replace her. 
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    I kept my hands clasped in my lap, staring over the deck railing at the tall trees that swayed in the autumn breeze. 
 
    Gia, some form of help that sucked at her job, sat in the chair opposite of mine. She thought I was back to normal, that I was fine.  
 
    Further proof she sucked at her line of work. She smiled over at me, her green eyes sparkling with a joy I couldn't relate to. 
 
    I envisioned her dying in a multitude of ways. If I asked Julian, I knew he'd kill her for me. I knew if I asked for something, he would acquire it with no questions asked. If I wanted him to hurt me, he would do it happily. If I was his obedient little doll, everything was perfect. 
 
    A solid month alone with a mind that had no reason to be trusted gave me some clarity on things. Julian loved me in the only way he knew how to love. I loved him when I should hate him for the way he came in and destroyed my life. 
 
    Killed my friends. 
 
    Strung me along with lies. 
 
    And had zero remorse for any of it. 
 
    But here I was, still astride the merry go round of a thing I called life.  
 
    The exact moment he stepped onto the deck, my head turned towards him. 
 
    Dressed as he always was, looking as good as ever, it felt like only days had passed instead of a month. He studied me, taking in my appearance. Seeing what no one else could. 
 
    Gia had her eyes trained on him as if I no longer existed. He ignored her, coming straight to me. 
 
    "You can go; your services are no longer needed." He knelt in front of me, resting his hands on top of mine. "Now," he snapped when she remained seated.  
 
    Like a frightened little mouse, she scrambled out of her chair and darted around the side of the house.  
 
    Without asking, he pulled my dress up to see if I had any new marks, an unreadable expression on his face when he saw I'd only been tracing over his name. 
 
    "She helped me." In a sense, she did. Because of her constant nagging, I had pulled myself out of bed almost every day. I even stopped feeling sorry for myself. 
 
    "You gained some weight. It looks...good on you." He stroked my cheek with his fingertips. 
 
    I refrained from squeezing my thighs together, reaching out to run my hands through his midnight hair. "I know she didn't help you. Only I can. I'm what you've needed from the first time I made you feel pain. I gave you your space, Morgana. Twice. You won't be away from me ever again." 
 
    I surprised him, grabbing hold of his face and pressing my lips to his. A small kiss turned into something feverish. I pulled him closer, causing our teeth to clash. 
 
    This wasn't how this was meant to go; we were supposed to be talking about everything that had transpired between us. He was supposed to be giving me the answers I'd been after for so long. 
 
    "Julian." Pulling away from him, sucking on my lower lip, I placed my hands on his chest and tried to push him away. 
 
    "Let's go inside." He took my hand, helping me stand and leading me through the sliding back door. The guesthouse was a decent size, cozy and homey. Unlike the Chateau.  
 
    I sat on the pigeon gray loveseat; Julian sat on the matching armchair.  
 
    "Why don't you tell me what you do know." He rested his elbows on his knees and watched me. 
 
    "I know your mother went to school with mine, and there was a woman named Lacy Tidwell that looks disturbingly like me. I know my father isn’t who I thought he was.” I shrugged. "All I know is bits and pieces of information. No one wants to tell me the truth. That's all I want."  
 
    He rubbed his chin, no doubt contemplating how much he wanted to tell me, and what he didn't expect me to know. 
 
    "It seems to me you've already figured it out." 
 
    "After everything I just said to you, your conclusion is that I have it figured out?" 
 
    "It seems like it. I think the most important answer is that you now know your family is worthless.” 
 
    I rocked back and stared him down.  
 
    “You said you would give me answers. Stop feeding me tidbits of bullshit! I'm not going back to that hellhole you call a home." 
 
    The Dahlia was like a private island. Only those with malignant minds could visit. It sat alone, secluded from everything else. The perfect outer shell hid the ugliness that resided within. I hated it. 
 
    I couldn't allow myself to be sucked back into his vortex. It was hard to straddle the fence between enabling my husband to do the sick things he did and trying to stand alone on the other side and change him. 
 
    "That is our home." He turned around and faced me. 
 
    "I...we can't keep living like that, Julian. You can't keep killing people and thinking everything is okay afterward." 
 
    "Has the world stopped turning? Is poverty no longer an issue? Did someone cure cancer? Because what I do inside our home isn't making a difference in anyone else's. No one misses these people once they're gone.” 
 
    A resigned sadness settled in my bones. I hated the back and forth limbo we were constantly stuck in.  
 
    There was no escaping the depravity that was part of each of us. Guilt lashed at my chest every time I thought about the innocent life we may have tainted.  
 
    "It isn't just us anymore, Julian," I stated quietly, running my fingers through my hair. He remained silent. When my words sunk in, his eyes went to my stomach as if he had x-ray vision. 
 
    I didn't blame him for not knowing. There wasn't any morning sickness or overwhelming nausea. My body had had minimum changes, aside from a small amount of weight gain, and we'd been apart for the past month. 
 
    "How long have you known?" 
 
    "Since the first time I left."  
 
    He stalked towards me and wrapped his arms around me. His calmness was worse than him yelling.  
 
    "Lacy Tidwell was an unstable whore our fathers’ used to fuck. Let's hope her daughter doesn't end up like she did." 
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    She demanded answers when she had secrets of her own. Hypocritical fucking bitch. 
 
    Why had she kept something this crucial so silent? She’d yet to be any type of physician. 
 
    Had she been someone I didn’t care for; I would have already punished her. 
 
    As things were, it was impossible to string her up and tear the flesh from her body, because I needed her to live. Holding her head down and waterboarding her was out of the question because she was pregnant.  
 
    My warning threat was real, however. I didn't want her to end up like Lacy, but my father's patience was worn thin, and mine was gone. 
 
    She squeaked in pain as I crushed her hand in mine, hearing the bones grate together. It was the least she could do for me. I was so worried about her all the time; I was losing focus of why this all started. 
 
    Phillip was meant to die, and the Sanchez family would be eliminated from the Chateau. We could expand without cleaning up his messes, and Morgana would inherit all he and his slut of a wife had a stake in. 
 
    Her being heir wasn't an issue; I already had a lawyer ready to draw up paperwork that gave me power of attorney. It was why she was so perfect. I had not one but two forged medical reports about her mental state. 
 
    Morgana stumbled, trying to keep up with my brisk pace. Letting go of her hand, I turned around and grabbed her by the arms. She gasped in surprise, her round eyes looking up into mine.  
 
    Tugging her off the worn path that lead back to the main house, I backed her against a tree. 
 
    She was a cancerous tumor growing on my brain. She wasn't supposed to matter this much. The pawn had become the queen without realizing it. I adored her just the way she was. My need to feed her addiction and hook her on me even further couldn't be helped. 
 
    Tearing her thong away from her, I hoisted her up, shoving her back into the bark. She told me to stop. I ignored her, grinding my cock against her pussy, feeling how wet she was. 
 
    "Julian, no...oh." Her protest ended in a moan when I eased two fingers into her perfect cunt, pushing until my second knuckle disappeared.  
 
    Taking my thumb, I circled her clit, continuing to pump in and out of her sopping pussy. She clung to me, moaning, burying her face in the crook of my neck to silence her soft cries.  
 
    I inhaled her warm vanilla scent, needing to be inside her.  
 
    Pulling my fingers away, I made quick work of my pants, slamming inside her the second my dick was lined up with her slit. She cried out, grabbing at me in any way she could. 
 
    The harder I fucked her, the more my anger ebbed. "You are the only thing that makes me crazy," I growled in her ear.  
 
    She hissed from the tree digging into her smooth skin, moaning with abandon, neither of us caring who heard or saw us. Her hands grabbed my face; forcing our mouths to collide in a brutal, carnal frenzy. 
 
    I sucked on her tongue, biting down and making sure it hurt. 
 
    "Do you like the way I fuck you, Dollface?" When she didn't answer me, I ground my dick into her g-spot. 
 
    "Y...Yes. Jules!" I wasn't sure if she was answering me or crying out from coming. 
 
    Her pussy tightened. I felt her entire body go taut. My balls slapped almost painfully against her slick skin, and she rained kisses on my face as I continued to fuck her, pushing her into another climax as I found my own. 
 
    She cradled my head, her body still trembling in my hands.  
 
    As we held one another, that’s when the news sank all the way in.  
 
    I was going to be a father. 
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    Things had been relatively quiet the past two weeks. Julian made me see a doctor, or rather, he made a doctor come visit me. 
 
    Every morning, he made sure I ate and took the disgusting, large prenatal before going off and doing whatever it was he did all day. He was overly attentive in that regard. 
 
    But things were different with him.  
 
    I couldn't put my finger on it. Every night and every morning, he was inside me.  
 
    Nothing about our sex life had gotten gentle—if anything, it had gotten worse Something was still off, though. 
 
    I stared at the bruises around my neck that I couldn't hide. Between my legs was so sore it hurt to walk. It seemed the only thing between us was depraved sex, leaving me stuck in a constant state of melancholy.  
 
    What happened when he tired of me completely? Sitting on the library settee with my legs curled beneath me, I stared absentmindedly into the fireplace flames.  
 
    The innocent baby inside me was the only thing that had me determined to keep going, because truthfully, I was so tired. My life was a never-ending storm of chaos, one psycho after another, each swearing they were sane. Each using me for their own gain in a sick, twisted game. 
 
    From somewhere off in the house, a bell chimed, signaling it was time for dinner. Julian had insisted this one would be much better than the last. " 
 
    When I stepped into the dining room, just like last time, I froze. For an entirely different reason. Phillip rose from his chair, smoothing a hand down his cornflower shirt. The last time I saw my 'father,' he was brutalizing my sister.  
 
    His eyes went to the slight bump that was my stomach, causing me to shield it involuntarily. 
 
    I wasn't sure what this new tactic was, what angle Julian was playing, but I hated it. Phillip was a sick man I had no desire to see again. Julian's hand landed on the small of my back as he entered the room and stepped up beside me. 
 
    "Breathe. You wanted answers. If he upsets you, this won't end well for him," he whispered in my ear. His navy suit was pressed, flawless. He looked delectable. As if reading my mind, he gave me a sly, dimpled grin. Once we were all seated and dinner was served, a pregnant silence surrounded the table. 
 
    "I'm sure you have questions," Phillip began, fiddling with his fork. "No matter what, you are my daughter." 
 
    "Why don't you tell me about my real mother? About Penny. And why I'm here, since he can't." I jerked my thumb in Julian's direction, purposely avoiding his gaze.  
 
    "I'm not sure how much he's already told you. Lacy fooled around with his father, Gareth, and me for a good year. She saw something here she shouldn't have. And, well, I guess you can figure out what happened to her after that," he somberly explained. 
 
    "You guys killed her," I mumbled to myself. "So, where do I come into this?" Sipping my water, I waited for his answer. 
 
    "I don't know what you mean. After Lacy's death, it seemed like the perfect fix to take you in. Your mother and I had already adopted Penny, and we couldn't have children. As for the situation here, Julian was interested in you, and we needed someone to—" 
 
    " Penny was still your daughter, blood or not. How could you do that to her?" I watched his face go through a varying change of emotions. 
 
    "I forgot to tell you she knows about that," Julian shrugged, sipping his wine.  
 
    He remained quiet, watching the whole shebang with a skewed smirk on his face. The twisted bastard loved wreaking havoc for his own entertainment. 
 
    "I...I'm not sure what to say. We were told how to condition you...by outside sources." Condition me? 
 
    "I'm not sure what you saw, but everything with Penny was consensual up until..." 
 
    "You killed her?" The idea that a man who raised a little girl as his own had no qualms sleeping with her made my stomach curdle. I shoved my plate of garlic chicken away. 
 
    "I told you this would happen," he growled, turning his attention to Julian. "She can't be whatever it is you were searching for. All of this was for nothing; she isn't ever going to understand any of it. I gave you my daughter, and you fucked me!" 
 
    Glancing between them, it dawned on me that there was still a game being played, and I was the only one not knowing where the pieces were.  
 
    My head felt like it was going to explode; I could never keep up with what was happening around me. "I'm not doing whatever this is anymore." Pushing away from the table, not bothering to look back, I stormed out of the room with one specific destination. 
 
    I locked myself in the bathroom, gripping the steak knife in my hand. I hadn't realized I had it until it was too late to put it back.  
 
    "Morgana," Julian called from the other side of the door, trying to turn the handle. 
 
    I ignored him. 
 
    He sighed and a split second later, the wood cracked as the door was kicked in. And what did I do? I laughed—and didn't stop until I could barely breathe, and tears were streaming down my face. Julian remained in the doorway, looking adorably confused. 
 
    "Here." I slid the knife across the dark marble floor, then leaned back against the wall with a sigh. "I'm tired.” 
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    It took me five minutes to pretend Phillip had played his role with an Oscar-worthy performance. Another five to drag the man's body into the same room Penny had been in and tie him down after I knocked him out.  
 
    Winded, I ran across the house to my bedroom to make sure my wife wasn't slitting her wrists. 
 
    I'd had a long day; all I wanted was a joint and a stiff drink. The universe clearly had other ideas. Stepping over the steak knife, I loosened my tie and sat on the floor opposite Morgana. 
 
    When she said she was tired, I was aware it wasn't in regard to sleep. Words of comfort and pretty lies failed to come to me. If I was being honest, I was tired as well. I'd begun to wonder how she was going to be a mother when she couldn't be trusted on her own. 
 
    It took a long talk with my father to get me back on track. Was I tired of her? No, that would never happen. But I wanted to hurt her, I wanted to do everything I'd ever imagined doing to her in the Red Rooms. This was a good indication as to why I'd never had a real long-term relationship. 
 
    I’d killed for the first time when I was thirteen. To celebrate my birthday, my father brought me a whore he’d used on more than one occasion. He told me to do whatever I wanted with her, but not to let her leave. She ended up dead, just like he wanted.  
 
    My father had realized very early on that I was a boy after his own heart. He molded me into the way I was today, ensuring whatever I wanted was at my disposal.  
 
    Women, money, and other luxuries no normal young adolescent should have access to. 
 
    I didn't think much of it. I'd gotten laid, and I was turning into what my father wanted me to be. Lacy was a sweet woman, but as I said, she was a whore.  
 
    That was where my obsession with Morgana came from.   
 
    Her mother was the first woman I killed.  
 
    She could be her twin, only sexier, and much more stable than Lacy was. I often battled with myself on whether to tell her any of this. 
 
    "Hey, did you know I fucked your mother? Sewed her eyelids open, broke her left leg (this wasn't intentional) and watched her die a slow, steady death as I took her again? If that makes you uncomfortable, my father helped me fold her up inside a water barrel to decompose." It wasn't exactly bedroom chat. 
 
    "Please don't let him see me again," Morgana sighed, bringing my attention back to her. 
 
    "He won't ever be coming back here again." Because I'm going to kill him. S 
 
    he rested her head on the stairs of the jacuzzi tub. One hand cradled her small bump—our baby. The other was beneath her. I knew she felt me pulling away, but it was solely for her safety. This was all new to me. 
 
    "You're a psychopath." She lifted her head and looked at me. I chuckled, not surprised she'd think that. 
 
    "I can't be a psychopath." 
 
    "Why not?" 
 
    "Because love you." Scooting around so I was beside her, I pulled her into my arms. 
 
    "Crazy people think they're in love, too," she said into my chest. 
 
    "I'm not crazy, and neither are you. We're the perfect mix: sane, on the verge of insanity." I ran my hand through her silky locks, kissing the top of her head. I’d grown accustomed to moments like these. 
 
    I loved holding her and our child in my arms, just like this. It was peaceful. 
 
    After twenty minutes, her breathing evened out.  
 
    I didn't want to wake her, so we stayed like that until she roused on her own. 
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    Three missed calls from Kieran. 
 
    I wasn't sure what he wanted. Dakota's father had retired last month; he was the official chief of police now. It wasn’t like he hadn't been running the department to begin with. 
 
    He'd also been hanging around the Dahlia much more than usual, abruptly stopping about a week ago. I was certain he had a thing for my wife. If he wanted to keep his dick intact, he would avoid her. 
 
    I'd sent Belle to Redwood to keep an eye on him and had yet to hear from her, which didn't surprise me. She was probably drunk off her ass and sleeping her way back to sobriety. 
 
    Placing my phone in the plastic bin outside the Red Room, I suited up before going in. I’d started giving Morgana a harmless sedative to sleep through the night. Not having to worry about what she was doing, I could relax and enjoy myself. 
 
    Phillip recognized me, of course. His gag prevented him from saying anything. 
 
    He'd shit all over the floor and was a sweaty mess. The entire room had a rank smell. 
 
    "Phillip, you're shitting already?" I clucked my tongue at him, moving to the tool table. He was such a sloppy fucking disgrace. Before the video had come in handy, my father and I had been livid that he’d kept actual raw footage of what he was doing. 
 
    Everyone knew that was rule number one. You never kept the evidence that would implicate you if things somehow went wayside. 
 
    That was highly unlikely given our resources, but one could never be too careful.  
 
    So, we may have let a few high spenders know what Phillip liked to do in his spare time. 
 
    Looking at the prompt screen from those same big spenders watching the show, I looked at all the ideas rolling in. Picking up a mallet and a pair of sharpened hedge clippers, I walked back to where a nude Phillip sat in his own feces. 
 
    "I want to thank you, Uncle Phil. My life is quite good thanks to you. If you hadn't met your wife, my father wouldn't have met Lacy. Do you see where I'm going with this? “I kept my voice low, ensuring none of the spectators heard me. 
 
    Bringing the garden sheers up to his left nipple, I cut it off and listened to the music of his screams, pulling the gag from his mouth.  
 
    "If you didn't, I wouldn't have met Morgana." I snipped off his right nipple, making sure the audience could see the blood spurt. 
 
    "Ah, come on, Phil. Toughen up," I sighed, watching him sob. "That's what you used to tell me. Remember?"  
 
    "Don't hurt...her," he moaned. I furrowed my brows at him, grabbing for the mallet. 
 
    "I find your concern mildly sickening. You fuck one daughter and attempt to save the other? She’s safer with me than she could have ever been with you," I whispered harshly in his ear before slamming the mallet down on his testicles. He howled in pain, thrashing in his restraints.  
 
    I replaced the mallet and the shears, grabbing a scalpel. I promised Porter he could have his turn, so I couldn't kill him, but I could amp up his fear. Lifting his disgusting anteater-shaped cock, I sliced the scalpel into it on either side.  
 
    After adding another four cuts on his rib cage, I reached for the container beneath the chair. Removing the lid, I dumped the fresh leeches across his body, starting with his bloody cock, ending at his bloodied nipples. The fat little worms wiggled around on his sweaty skin. 
 
    This was more of a scare tactic than anything else. Leeches were harmless.  
 
    They'd suck about a teaspoon of blood and fall off on their own. He'd barely even feel it.  
 
    Of course, Phillip didn't know that. 
 
    "Well, Porter will be in soon to cauterize your wounds. Have a good night." I patted him on the head and shoved the gag back in his mouth. He had about fifteen minutes to stew. 
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    I felt him touching me, his hard body pressed against mine, strong arms slipping around my waist. Keeping my eyes closed, I leaned my head back against his chest. 
 
    He smelled freshly showered for the fourth night in a row, and I knew he wasn't showering in our bathroom. Moving away from him as fast as I could, I turned and sat up on my knees.  
 
    "I haven't been with anyone else." His eyes narrowed, answering the first question I was going to ask him. We'd had a similar argument a week ago. 
 
    "Then where have you been?" Knowing the alternative answer already, I waited for him to tell me himself. The baby shifted inside me, catching his attention.  
 
    "Look at you, Dollface. You have a part of me inside you. No one could ever be as beautiful as you are to me right now."  
 
    I wrinkled my nose at him. Beautiful?  
 
    "My boobs are swollen; my vagina has been swallowed by my stomach. Constipation, mood swings, not to mention I can't find a comfortable sleeping position. Which part is beautiful?"  
 
    He sat up, crawling across the bed to me. His hands came to rest on either side of my round bump. "We made this. That's not beautiful? And you're always beautiful." He grasped my face, pushing against my lips with his until he got access.  
 
    “I’ll do better for you, I promise.” 
 
    Holding back my tears, I nodded, but refused to get my hopes up I knew he cared about me. I knew he loved me, but him loving me was no longer good enough. 
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    He recreated our very first dinner on the balcony outside our room. I didn't have particularly fond memories of the ordeal, not after what happened the last time we ate there together. 
 
    But he'd tried. It was a sweet gesture. The day before, he had roses waiting for me on the nightstand. For a few nights, he hadn't disappeared. We slept together without tearing off our clothes and screwing like jack rabbits. 
 
    Some women may have thought their husband had turned a new leaf, that I had suddenly up and stopped having an addiction to pain.  
 
    None of that was true.  
 
    We could fool the outside world without much effort, but we could never fool each other. He knew me, and I knew him. 
 
    "Julian, what's going on?" I was patient, waiting until we were halfway done with our meal, before letting him tell me what he wanted. 
 
    "What do you mean?" 
 
    "We can sit here and pretend to be normal, but I'm still a sick, needy masochist who uses you as a stand in for my drugs, and you're still a sadist." He smiled at me, showing his dimples, continually reminding me how gorgeous he was. 
 
    "I need you to read this." He slid a small packet of papers across the glass-topped table. The soft glowing embers on the tiki torch allowed me to read it with ease. 
 
    "You...want me to sign over my legal rights? Do you want to lock me away?" I reread the papers before me. 
 
    "I barely let you set foot outside of this house. When you're mad and telling me to leave you alone, do I?  
 
    No, I give you my cock and make you come back to your senses. I constantly tell you I love you. I check on you at least five times a day. Do you honestly think I'd ever let you go? That answer is no, Morgana. I will never let you go. If I wanted to lock you away, I have a variety of rooms I could put you in." 
 
    Not responding, I studied a key section of the document. "Phillip and Julie are dead?" I gaped across the table at him. He sighed, seemingly annoyed, and leaned forward. 
 
    "They had a terrible accident. I didn't think you would care." He didn’t bat an eyelid as he told me another one of his lies. 
 
    "Why even bring me these? Why not just forge my signature?" 
 
    "I did forge your signature. That's just a copy."  
 
    He essentially had total control over my life. My finances were all his finances; the part of the Chateau that would be mine was his. 
 
    I could have cared less about any of that. It was the principle that pissed me off. 
 
    "So, that's what this was all about? A stupid house that I don't give a damn about. I would have just given it to you." 
 
    "It became less about the house and more about you. Ensuring you couldn’t go anywhere. If you want flowers and candlelit dinners, I can give that to you. I will gladly give that to you, but don't try to change me when I've never tried to change you. 
 
    "I will never claim to be a good person, and I'll never be a pussyfooted knight in shining armor. I'm a killer, and that doesn't bother me. It doesn't bother you, either. When you admit that to yourself, things will get much easier." 
 
    He pushed away from the table and left me alone; the bedroom door slammed shut seconds later. It was the most he'd ever said to me, confirming everything I already knew. 
 
    Rising from the table, I went to the bathroom and locked the door. Reaching beneath the sink, I removed my old tampon box and took out the burner phone I'd hidden inside. 
 
    With a shaky breath, I powered it on and sent the text I never wanted to. 
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    A fat face stared up at me, dimples already appearing on plump cheeks. 
 
    I couldn't stop staring at the tiny person that used to live in my balls. Being honest, it was a little disconcerting how many of my children had been swallowed over the years. 
 
    How had a month and a half passed already? 
 
    Tugging the rainbow swaddle blanket back down, I quietly left the room. Morgana had begged me to leave the house for a week. Once she pointed out that she hadn't left the Dahlia in over a year, I bent. 
 
    Things between us were...different. She still begged me to hurt her; I still happily obliged. But my hours were usually spent on the plans for expansion, running more live streams than ever before, and participating in a few myself.  
 
    By the time I got to bed, she would be so exhausted from taking care of a newborn, it didn't feel right to wake her. 
 
    She hadn't had a meltdown since we brought the baby home. 
 
    Her mind was solely focused on doing everything right. Belle had stepped in and started helping, after I got over my initial anger at her going anywhere near my child. 
 
    Morgana deserved a small break, nonetheless. 
 
    We cruised down a vacant back road; a relaxed smile was on her beautiful face. Her soft hand was resting in my lap.  
 
    "Dollface," I warned through gritted teeth. She stroked my hardness through my pants, her smile growing a bit wider. 
 
    "Can't you pull over?" As soon as the last word fell from her mouth, I was jerking the steering wheel and pulling the Barracuda to the shoulder. Déjà fucking vu. 
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    There wasn't much space in the back to work with, but we didn't care. He leaned the driver seat forward to add a bit more room. I ached for him to be inside me in a way that defied logic. 
 
    I’d skipped wearing underwear just for this moment. I took his thick cock out and straddled his lap. Biting down on my lower lip, a soft groan unfurled in my chest as he pushed inside my greedy pussy. We'd had sex a multitude of times since I gave birth, but not as frequently as we had done before. 
 
    Slowly rolling my hips, his hands clenched down on them, stopping my movements and holding me in place. 
 
    "Fuck me, don't tease me," he bit out, slamming my body down, thrusting up at the same time. His green eyes stayed locked with mine, digging his nails into my skin for my benefit. 
 
    "Julian," I breathed in his ear, kissing on his neck. 
 
    "You're perfect," he responded. The dark leather seat groaned beneath us. The heat had our skin sticking to the interior. Unable to fuck me like he wanted, he shoved me back so I rested against the front seat. 
 
    Holding my ankles in his hands, he flexed upward, stroking inside my pussy with perfectly timed movements. I repeated his name like a chant; the faster he thrust, the quicker I came. My toes curled when the pleasure washed over my body. He continued to fuck me until my pussy was sore. 
 
    I was begging him to stop, unable to take another climax.  
 
    He gave me one anyway, sucking his thumb into his mouth before using it to roll my clit 
 
    [image: A close up of a tree  Description automatically generated]"Jules...please," I gasped, something between a moan and a squeal tearing from my throat as he forced me into another mindless orbit. When he buried himself to the hilt, coming with a soft grunt, I immediately wrapped my arms around him, trying to hide my tears. 
 
    He slowly began to relax, leaning against the hood of his car. I rested my head on his shoulder, wishing I could melt inside his embrace. 
 
    "Are you ready to go back? The baby was still asleep when we left. Belle might have gone up, anyway." I smiled at him, blinking away unshed tears. He adored that kid. Becoming a father had been good for him. 
 
    He misunderstood my sadness, thinking I wanted to stay out longer. 
 
    "You can drive,” he offered, moving back so he could cup my face. 
 
    "No, that's okay." I gripped his hands; grateful he couldn't hear my heart pounding in my chest. 
 
    "We can take the scenic route." He pressed. 
 
    "Okay," I relented with a smile, wrapping my arms around his neck. "I love you." 
 
    "I love you, Morgana...always." He gave me a gentle kiss before helping me down off the hood. 
 
    Why did he have to add that? My heart turned to ash inside my chest. Keeping up my happy front, I adjusted the driver's seat how I needed and slid behind the wheel. 
 
    "Do you believe someone's life can be planned out for them? That every person they ever met was placed there for a specific reason?" I asked him, keeping my eyes forward, checking the speedometer as I pulled back onto the road. 
 
    "Do you?" he replied smoothly. 
 
    "I know you killed my mother. I know you and your family are responsible for everything that has ever happened in my life.” 
 
    He sighed, shifting in his seat and cracking his neck. "Is there a point to all of this?"  
 
    He was so callously cruel. Not a hint of remorse or concern could be heard in his tone or found in his posture. 
 
    "Do you even really love me?" 
 
    "Me falling in love with you is what saved you." 
 
    I knew it all along but hearing it from his mouth relit the agonizing flame inside me. He’d wanted to kill me; nothing between us was real until it was too late.  
 
    "I want our baby to have a chance, to grow up loved and be normal. I don't want him to be like us." 
 
    After a minute or two of silence. "What did you do?" If we weren't in the car, the threatening tone of his voice would have me cowering in a corner. 
 
    "I love you, Jules, but I'm tired. And I don't want to pretend anymore."  
 
    Tears streamed down my face as everything I wanted for us was snatched away. 
 
    "It's not as easy as looking in a mirror and telling myself to get better. Every day is harder, and you won't help me; you won't even help yourself. I don't want to hurt anymore. I don't want you to keep hurting me for everything to be okay." I was rambling, repetitive words falling from my mouth on top of one another. 
 
    "Morgana—" It almost sounded like his voice broke, like he was sorry for shattering my mind into a million unfixable pieces.  
 
    "I just want the baby to have a chance. I'm sorry...we don't belong here, and I can’t go without you." 
 
    "Morgana, stop the fucking car!" He reached for the wheel, but he wasn't fast enough to stop me. 
 
    In Riverview, there's a place known as Devil’s Peak, a beautiful canyon that has tiny slivers of streams running across its dusted floor.  
 
    It’s where I discovered that madness and insanity tended to go hand in hand. 
 
   


  
 

 Epilogue 
 
    We stood watching Dahlia be consumed by flames. 
 
    A few benefactors stood alongside Helga and Gareth with serious looks upon their faces. It was a small victory, but for Morgana, it would have been huge. 
 
    She planned her every step, piecing together the truths from the lies, using Kieran and me to help her in any way we could. My heart broke for the tiny bundle in my arms.  
 
    A round cherub face that was the perfect blend of Julian and Morgana slept peacefully through the carnage. Silent tears rolled down my cheeks. Belle stood on my left, dramatically sobbing into Porter's shoulder. 
 
    My husband, Luca, wrapped his arm around my shoulders, unaware of all I'd done. I would force myself to stay by his side, even if he was a despicable human being. 
 
    Being in Morgana’s baby's life was the least I could do. Monsters weren't born; they were made, and I refused to let this sweet baby grow up and turn into another one of the Andreous.  
 
    Morgana did this to give her baby a chance, ensuring a tedious domino effect would ensue in the aftermath of her death. 
 
    Kieran stood across the lot, his eyes focused on his cell phone, brows furrowed.  
 
    Helga, rushing towards us, interrupted the bittersweet moment. A wide smile was on her face, tears falling from her usually emotionless eyes. My stomach sank. Belle’s eyes flashed suspiciously to mine.  
 
    Julian was alive. 
 
    That should have been impossible.  
 
    I'd stood on that fucking hill and seen Morgana's broken, bloody body with my own two eyes. Paramedics pulled her from a nightmare of crushed metal and broken glass. 
 
    As if his life was tethered to the Dahlia, the flames were doused, leaving a charred but resilient structure behind. People began rushing this way and that, some to salvage the chateau, others off to the hospital.  
 
    Luca was speaking, but I wasn’t listening. I tried to grasp onto bits of conversation, desperate to know what Morgana’s status was. 
 
    That would be the least of my worries, as terrible as it was to think. 
 
    If Julian recovered and found out what we had done… 
 
    If he pieced together who had betrayed him… 
 
    None of us would be breathing much longer. 
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