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    Blurb 
 
    There’s a method in his madness. 
 
    Alaric is as brilliant as he is beautiful and twice as deadly. 
 
    He’s been watching me. 
 
    Studying me. 
 
    He’d planned to keep me long before I arrived on his doorstep. 
 
     His chaotic world is now the prison I’m forced to call home. A place where nightmares and reality are indistinguishable. 
 
    As I struggle to find some clarity in the lies and darkness that surround me, Alaric continues to manipulate from the shadows. 
 
     He knows exactly how to make my demons rage, just to soothe them with his opaque melodies. 
 
    I’ve never hated anyone more. 
 
    But he’s the one thing I’d happily die for. 
 
    

  

 
   
    PLAYLIST 
 
    (Spotify) 
 
    Faouzia—Bad Dreams (stripped) 
 
    Cameron Hayes—Drown 
 
    Ashlynn Malia—Desperate 
 
    PVRIS—Hallucinations 
 
    Elita--Sober 
 
    Lacuna Coil—My Demons 
 
    Post Malone—Take What You Want 
 
    The Sweeplings—Under Your Spell 
 
    Billie Eillish—Everything I Wanted 
 
    

  

 
   
    EPIGRAPH 
 
    “There’s a rhythm to my chaos and it’s you.” 
 
    ~Beau Taplin~ 
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    Recap 
 
    My body ached with every breath I took. 
 
    Alaric was gone. 
 
    He’d left me in his bed to sleep when I’d passed out with him inside me. He fucked me like a demonic beast. I’d gotten what I wanted. My pussy bled for him. I came more times than I could count. 
 
    The only thing I hadn’t done was choke on his cock, although I’m sure that was coming eventually 
 
    Moving from the bed, I made my way out into the hall wearing nothing but the come dried on my skin and the bruises from being fucked so hard I couldn’t walk straight. 
 
    Down the stairs, through the foyer, and into the great room. 
 
    That’s where I found him. 
 
    At least, I assumed it was him. 
 
    He was staring out at the water with a drink in his hand, the sky a deep gray from the start of dawn. 
 
    “I’ve been waiting for you to wake up,” he stated, not looking at me. 
 
    “I’m awake?” 
 
    “Are you?” He turned to face me, his expression obscure as his gaze traveled over my nudity. 
 
    I turned my head left to right, looking at my hands for a hint of what was going on. 
 
    My lids fluttered with the flash of a brunette, her wails echoing in my head. 
 
    “What have you done to me?” I whispered, rubbing my brow. 
 
    “You’ll feel better soon. I’ve administered the…let’s call it the antidote. Think of this as a withdrawal process.” 
 
    “Withdrawal from what?” I choked out, moving to sit on the nearest surface. 
 
    “Your trial runs. I’ve been giving you a special sort of two-part cocktail. Created it myself. Tested it out three weeks ago at DG.”  
 
    “What are you talking about. What trial runs?” 
 
    He tossed back a healthy amount of his drink. 
 
    “None of this will make much sense right now. I haven’t been letting you remember.” 
 
    I shook my head back and forth, gripping the sides when it felt as if my brain rocked with the motion. 
 
    “See, I don’t want to overwhelm you. Or bore you with a long, villainous speech. The logistics are simple. I purchased you. You’re mine. I’ve finally figured out what it is you need.” 
 
    “What I need…?” 
 
    He moved from the window and offered me his drink. 
 
    “Have some.” 
 
    Seeing he’d drank it and was fine, I snatched the glass and took a generous sip. I nearly coughed up a lung with the first swallow. 
 
    He laughed softly, pulling the glass away from me. 
 
    “You don’t need pills. You don’t need therapists. You just need me.” 
 
    Was he saying he’d taken my pills? A dull, throbbing sensation began at the back of my skull. 
 
    He reached out and ran a fingertip from the crook of my neck, down between my breasts. “Turn around, Catalina,” he ordered softly. 
 
    Without questioning why, I turned, sliding my legs beneath the piano. 
 
    “We’ve got company coming tomorrow night. I want you to have a clear head. Play this piece for me.” He tapped the sheet music on the shelf, the same sheet that had been sitting there since I’d arrived. Feeling like I was living an out-of-body experience, I read over the notes and different chords. 
 
    My fingers began to move. He stood behind me, tracing my bare skin with his fingertips, taking his time to move lower and lower.  
 
    My reality melded with my nightmares. The nightmares bled into my reality. I could no longer tell the difference. I wasn’t sure it mattered. I’d become addicted to his exclusive dose of madness. Caught in his web of insanity. 
 
    The piece was familiar. It needled the demons he was so determined to wake. 
 
    It filled the hole in my head and the emptiness within the house. A melody that haunted my dreams, 
 
    Beautiful, yet sinister. Like the man who asked me to play it. 
 
    Tragic, like the woman I pretended I wasn’t. 
 
  

 
   
    PROLOGUE 
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    The live feed showed everything. 
 
    She was crying, but there were no tears left to spill, only empty sobs wracking her naked body so hard she almost looked as if she were having a seizure. 
 
    “It will all be over soon,” I soothed through the intercom. “You’ll be all better.” 
 
    She yelled something I didn’t bother attempting to make sense of. If she would hurry up, I could get home and be asleep at a decent hour. 
 
    “You’ll love me even when I’m gone?” she questioned the surrounding darkness. 
 
    I grinned and leaned forward. 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    I didn’t hear her last words. She put the gun in her mouth and pulled the trigger before I had a chance to make her repeat herself. 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
   
 CHAPTER ONE 
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    Insanity. 
 
    The one thing I feared above all else. 
 
    Imagine being locked inside a wooden box lined with holes, floating in the center of a fog-covered lake. A sequence of questions rapid-fire through your brain. 
 
    How did you get here? 
 
    Was this real? 
 
    Why was this happening to you? 
 
    Now picture the box beginning to sink, your makeshift prison beginning to fill with cold, murky water. That’s when it begins to sink in, how dire your situation is. You desperately search for a way out but there’s no way to open the box. 
 
    Dread envelops your chest. 
 
    In a state of sheer panic, you seek out anything or anyone that can help you, desperately trying to see through those round holes. When you hear someone whistling in the distance, false hope has you believing that they’re your lifeline. 
 
    It’s fleeting. 
 
    No matter how much you scream, cry, and beg for them to help they suddenly go silent. They know their incapable of rescuing this person calling out to them, so they turn a deaf ear to your pleas. Water is up to your knees now, and you know. You know you’re going under and there’s no one coming to save you. 
 
    You’re going to drown. 
 
    Deep underwater where it’s cold and dark you’ll be all alone as you run out of oxygen. You’re acutely aware of everything happening. You know in just a few minutes your lungs will begin to ache and burn, desperate for air. It will be a quiet death, but that only makes the situation even more petrifying. 
 
    Suffering in silence. 
 
    It's a hellish nightmare you want to wake from but can’t. You’ve been wide awake the entire time. 
 
    The evolution of insanity, this is how I perceived it to be. It was agonizing and lonely. There wasn’t anyone reaching an understanding hand out to help because no one could ever understand the chaos wreaking havoc on you from the inside out. They left you to stand in the rubble of a ruined mind all by yourself. 
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    Lyssophobia. 
 
    That’s what my mother self-diagnosed me with. It wasn’t from a place of love or concern, but frustration during one of our weekly disagreements. More of her trying to force me into a situation I wasn’t comfortable with. She did that quite a bit. 
 
    I’d looked this phobia up after the fourth time she proclaimed that I suffered from it. 
 
    This lyssophobia was an intense terror of becoming mad, insane or having a nervous breakdown. I’m sure my mother came about this by stringing all the adjectives she felt described me into one search engine. She conveniently left out that it was also a fear of rabies. 
 
    It was these kinds of moments that convinced me my mother was ashamed of who I was. I’d seen so many doctors at her urging before refusing to step foot into any more sterile waiting rooms just so that I could be picked apart by another stranger. I didn’t want to keep popping different serotonin inhibitors into my mouth. 
 
    They couldn’t solve all the issues I had. No drug would. That’s how I knew—why I had a valid fear of going insane. I was a prime candidate for the affliction. 
 
    I lay staring at the wall of an unfamiliar room, knowing I was dangerously close to that very precipice. The one that would see me plummeting towards an extremity that had no return. I was scared—terrified of what it would feel like to hit rock bottom. 
 
    Who would I become when everything that made me sane was stripped away? I breathed in deeply, inhaling citrus and spice instead of the sea scent I longed for. 
 
    Naked and half-buried beneath a plush dark-colored duvet, rays of sunlight warmed every exposed part of me that could be reached through the sheer canopy cocooning the large bed. It was this small, trivial thing that reminded me of my cozy little house. 
 
    I never thought I’d miss it so much. 
 
    My life was drastically different before I took that call after midnight. There wasn’t anything remarkable or enviable about it. 
 
    Things were…bleak. Grey and extraordinarily ordinary. There was little to no excitement. 
 
    I spent almost every waking hour with a furry rodent or Chloe when she had time to spare. I would trade this ominous silence for all of that back in a heartbeat. I rolled my lips and swallowed, trying to cure my mouth of its heavy cottoned dry spell. I had no recollection of how I wound up like this. 
 
    I didn’t remember taking my clothes off or climbing the stairs, much less getting into this bed. 
 
    Had I drunk another glass of Alaric’s special poison? An experimental cocktail, that’s what he had called it. I had no idea how long he’d been giving this to me or why. The night before was mostly a blur but two distinct moments stood out against the backdrop of darkness. 
 
    Alaric taking full possession of my body and me playing the piano. I’d done as he asked and given him a private performance.  
 
    The hauntingly beautiful melody he asked me to play was still resounding in my head, trapping distress in my troubled heart. I flexed my fingers and toes to try and get a feel for how my body felt. There was a lingering soreness between my thighs, but otherwise, I felt fine—physically. Pain or not, I had to get up and sort this situation out. 
 
    I needed to gather the fragments of memory swirling through my head—bring back even a little of the clarity that was missing. 
 
    Rolling from my stomach to my side, I placed myself in a sitting position, legs now hanging off the side of the bed. It was centered against the same wall the main doorway sat off. Directly across from the foot of it one of the doors leading to the balcony had been light slightly ajar. That’s where the breeze was coming from. 
 
    The sheer drapes fluttered silently as another brush of wind blew gently through the room. Everything in here was simple in a refined wealth sort of way. I had expected Alaric to have a bit bolder of a style. The black furniture all had a chevron type pattern engraved into them, the dressers, and the thick upper portion of his bed posts. 
 
    A deep burgundy chaise was caddy corner near the footboard.  
 
    On the back of it rested a familiar, neatly folded robe. I got up and pulled it on. As I was tying the silky grey sash, I spotted my cellphone face down on one of the nightstands. I lowered my arms and took another glance around the room. Was this a test? I couldn’t remember the last time I saw my phone. Alaric hadn’t outright taken it away but with what I knew had transpired between us, I thought he would have… 
 
    I could see from where I was standing that he’d gone as far as plugging it in to charge. 
 
    It felt like a taunt of sorts. A man concerned about how I would react to his confession wouldn’t freely give me access to my phone knowing I could call the police. He was right, I wouldn’t. There wasn’t any visible proof I could show to back up any of the accusations I had against him. On the tail end, Alaric had money which alluded to certain connections. 
 
    If I challenged him off or threatened his livelihood, I’m sure things would go very badly for me. 
 
    I could still get help, though. At least I hoped. With one last glance at the closed bedroom door, I rushed towards the nightstand. I yanked my phone from the charger and quickly entered the unlock code. I realized right away that the phone had been tampered with. The call log was entirely foreign. I scrolled and scrolled seeing only Alaric and my mother amongst a few unrecognizable numbers. 
 
    There was so much wrong with this. I could count on one hand the number of times Alaric and I had spoken on the phone since before my arrival and after. The repetitive logs of my mother were more believable. I clicked into my contacts and found more of the same. 
 
    The complete absence of Chloe’s information and texts solidified someone had somehow gotten into my phone. 
 
    I never would have done this. Chloe was my best friend, my only friend. I re-checked the door as I pulled up the keypad and entered the digits I knew by heart. 
 
    Almost immediately an intercept message carried through the speaker. "Your call cannot be completed as dialed. Please check the number and try again." 
 
    I hung up and did just that, getting the same message. After my third try, I quit and made my way out into the hall more confused than before. 
 
    Why wasn’t her phone working? Did she not pay the bill? That wasn’t like her at all. And her cell being off wouldn’t erase contact information from my phone. I didn’t have any explanations to make sense of this. My mind raced with theories, nothing it presented was logical. 
 
    Hearing Alaric’s familiar baritone voice carry from below, I stopped and placed my hand on the wall, feeling a chill skirt down my spine. I wasn’t ready to face him, but I didn’t have much of a choice. The alternative was hiding out upstairs until he came to find me himself and I really didn’t want that. So, with bare feet padding softly over the polished oak floor, I made my way down the stairs while keeping a death grip on my cellphone. 
 
    Following the sound of his voice, I located Alaric in the kitchen, his phone pressed to his ear. A mug of coffee was resting on the counter beside him. 
 
    His striking blue eyes met mine and anything I thought to say fled in a state of turbulence. How did I begin confronting him? What would he do in response? 
 
    I’d already accused him of having a room of horror down in his basement. 
 
    He’d laughed it off leaving me to believe that my mental woes had gotten the best of me. But now? I couldn’t be one hundred percent sure if what I saw was real or not. 
 
    One glance at the door leading down to the lower level showed it was armed and secured as always. Alaric continued his conversation, his eyes still trained on me. I swallowed, anything I thought to say failing to come out of my mouth. 
 
    I could barricade my logical side behind the emotions threatening to spill over but that would be taking too much of a risk. Alaric was adept at wielding words and making me question things. I couldn’t afford to go for any more rides on his carousel. 
 
    Holding myself together was just as important as getting the hell out of here while my sanity was intact. 
 
    “And you’re sure it’s a match?” he asked whoever was on the receiving end of his call. 
 
    His gaze didn’t waver even when he picked up his cup of coffee and took a sip. 
 
    I shifted uncomfortably beneath the weight of his stare. Seeing as he wasn’t going to end his conversation just because I was awake, I assumed that meant I could go outside. Like with the phone, he hadn’t gone out of his way to prevent me from doing this, but the dynamic between the two of us was anything but normal. 
 
    I took a step back and then another before turning away altogether. I made my way through the great room, bypassing the beautiful piano to get to the patio. 
 
    Outside, I kept walking until I was on the other side of the pool. 
 
    I unlocked my cell and checked to make sure I hadn’t been followed before placing my next call. I didn’t know if this was the best move to make, but I was running out of options. 
 
    I took a breath and tapped the icon to dial my mother. She answered before the second ring was completed. 
 
    “Kitten, I was wondering when you would call me,” she enthused. “How have you been?” 
 
    “Mom, I need you to listen to me,” I spoke low, yet firmly to get her full attention. 
 
    “Catalina?” she replied questioningly, her tone going from joyous to concerned. 
 
    Yes. This is what I needed. My mother was overbearing and majority of the time too much for me to handle, but there were instances where I could count on her. I hoped this would be one of them. 
 
    “Mom…I need you to help get me home,” I said softly, glancing over my shoulder to check for Alaric. 
 
    There wasn’t a reply. 
 
    It was so quiet I thought we might have gotten disconnected. 
 
    I pulled my phone away from my ear to check, seeing the timer for the call was still ticking away. 
 
    “Mom?” 
 
    “Kitten, are you sure now is good for you?” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “My dear, you can come to visit me anytime you’d like but right now I think you should stay and let Alaric help you get better. Get yourself back on track.” 
 
    What was she talking about? Even for her, this was not the reaction I thought it would be nor one I would have ever imagined. 
 
    “Visit you? I want to go home to my house, mother. And what do you mean get better? There isn’t anything wrong with me.” 
 
    A defeated sigh blasted through my speaker. 
 
    “Kitten. As much as I would love to step in, I think Alaric is the best thing for you right now.” 
 
    Alaric. 
 
    Why did everything circle back to my sister’s widow? The dangerous, enigma of a man that had openly divulged he’d been giving me some experimental drug. Did I tell her this? Would she even believe me? By the way, this conversation was going I had high reason to doubt that she would. 
 
    “Alaric cannot help me,” I settled with. 
 
    “Of course, he can. The man is a brilliant doctor.” 
 
    “He’s not a real fucking doctor!” 
 
    Her sharp intake of breath was the last thing I heard before I disconnected the call. I fought against the urge to throw my phone and keep my breathing level. 
 
    She wasn’t going to help me. 
 
    It was foolish of me to think for one second that she would. 
 
    While I was sure my mother cared about me in a sad maternal way, when she had an objective of her own, I tended to become the cannon fodder. She’d wanted me with Alaric from the beginning. More than likely before I ever knew he existed. 
 
    I closed my eyes and wrapped my arms around myself, inhaling deeply, getting a chest full of the briny sea scent I had been longing for. When I reopened them, I stared longingly at the endless expanse of sparkling blue sitting just beyond Alaric’s private sandy cove. 
 
    How nice it would be if I could start walking and not stop until I made it to the middle of the ocean where no one could bother me? I wouldn’t have to be concerned with the world and its overbearing pressures any longer. No one would ever question my mental health or force their wills upon me. 
 
    I remained like this for a minute or so trying to figure out what I should do now. I suppose I needed to start with putting some actual clothes on. There wasn’t much security in only a robe. 
 
    I uncrossed my arms and started to turn around, faltering when I saw Alaric standing a mere few feet away. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER TWO 
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    It’s funny how what you find attractive about someone can be the very things you eventually come to despise them for. 
 
    Alaric was always put together. He had the art of masking his thoughts and feelings with an inscrutable mask well beyond mastered. Today was no exception. Pretty brown locks perfectly tampered, stubble freshly shaven, and golden skin practically glowing, I both loved and loathed how gorgeous he was. 
 
    His exterior was the cruelest kind of bait and switch. Alaric was like a precious, shiny cursed jewel. You desperately wanted to possess it but the moment you held it within the palm of your hand you’d be damned. The only viable solution would be tossing it inside a deep dark tomb where it could be buried and forgotten. For me, it was too late. I not only held this minacious gem close to my heart, but the effects of its curse were slowly taking root. 
 
    With his hands resting loosely in the pockets of his black slacks, he regarded me without comment. I’d been so caught up in my thoughts I hadn’t heard him come out. How much of my conversation did he hear? 
 
    I reached down and tugged my robe’s sash to draw it even tighter. It was an unnecessary action warranted by me needing to do something other than simply stand here. 
 
    Arms crossing over my chest, I gathered my wits and held his eye. 
 
    “We need to talk.” 
 
    “We do, but you need to eat something first.” He turned and stepped into the great room. When he looked back, his eyes beckoned me with a silent command. 
 
    “Come.” 
 
    I didn’t want to follow him, but I needed to get back inside his house. I had every intention of leaving this place. I couldn’t do that practically naked with no cash or identification. I followed my previous path and re-entered the house, sidling by Alaric’s solid form. 
 
    I kept walking until I got to the kitchen. He stayed right on my heels. His overwhelming proximity caused the hairs on the back of my neck to stand at attention. I walked a bit faster trying not to make it obvious I was doing so. 
 
    A soft burst of laughter told me that I failed in being discreet. I claimed one of the stools by the island to put some immediate space between us. 
 
    He made his way to the fridge and began pulling out a variety of fresh fruit and a carton of low-fat yogurt. I watched him closely, closer than I should’ve. The muscles in his back contracted when he reached for one of the round glasses he kept stored in an upper cabinet. The movement caused his deep grey button-down to draw flush with his back. 
 
    “You don’t think I’m a real doctor?” he asked, setting the glass aside and retrieving a knife and spoon from a drawer. His tone came across as genuinely curious, but I didn’t trust that for one second. I put my phone down and sat up taller. 
 
    “Did you know that it’s considered rude to eavesdrop?” 
 
    “You were having a discussion on our back patio where anyone within reasonable distance could hear. I was simply stepping out for some fresh air. That doesn’t constitute as eavesdropping.” 
 
    He glanced over his shoulder just long enough to flash a smile that made his dimple pop. I wanted to argue but he made a valid point, aside from one thing. 
 
    “Our?” 
 
    “Yes,” he replied matter-of-factly. 
 
    I slowly shook my head from side to side as if it would reset my thought process and keep me focused on the real problem at hand. Before he could succeed in leading me astray with his words, I dredged up the courage to ask what I needed to know. Well, one of the many things. The ‘cocktail’ was at the forefront of my mind, but I wasn’t sure how to bring that up yet. 
 
    “Why is Chloe’s number missing from my phone? And why can’t I get hold of her?” 
 
    He finished with what he was piecing together and finally turned around. In the glass, he’d retrieved was a delicious mixture of citrus fruits in the form of a parfait. It was sat before me with a new spoon and a napkin for me to wipe my mouth. 
 
    “You didn’t have to--.” 
 
    “If you don’t believe that I’m a real doctor, a simple internet search would suffice. If that isn’t good enough, I can show you, my certificates. Although, by now, you should be aware of who I am.” 
 
    The last part of his statement gave me pause. It could be taken as nothing or the reminder I was assuming it to be. I’d already done a search on him before I arrived at his doorstep, and it had confirmed he was who he claimed to be. What I’d meant was, he wasn’t the kind of doctor I needed. Alaric was not a shrink or psychologist. 
 
    A piece of conversation from the night prior flashed through my mind. 
 
    He vehemently assured me that I didn’t need any prescriptions or therapists. 
 
    I only needed him. 
 
    But I knew better. 
 
    He wouldn’t reinforce the fragile barricade protecting my last bits of sanity—he’d destroy it. 
 
    I scooped up a spoonful of the parfait and took a bite, savoring the taste of all the fruits and yogurt, now realizing I had been hungry. He remained silent, waiting on an answer I didn’t have. The words were spoken in anger and taken completely out of context. 
 
    “That wasn’t what I meant.” 
 
    “He’s not a real fucking doctor,” he repeated my words back to me. “Do you plan on explaining what you did mean then?” 
 
    His tone continued to convey nothing more than curiosity, but snakes also had forked tongues, and that never boded well for their chosen prey. 
 
    “Alaric, there’s a lot we need to talk about. This should be at the very bottom of that priority list.” 
 
    I took another bite, looking anywhere but at the man staring me down. He placed his hands flat on the island, using it to brace himself. 
 
    “Have you forgotten how good of a listener I am? You can always talk to me, Cat. What’s wrong?” 
 
    I tightened my grip on the spoon to keep myself from launching it and the whole glass of parfait at his perfect goddamn face. What was wrong? That couldn’t be a real question. 
 
    “I asked you about Chloe…” 
 
    His eyes slightly narrowed, contemplating me with a look I couldn’t decipher. “I heard you first the time. But why are you asking me? This is the first time you’ve ever mentioned this person.” 
 
    I placed my spoon down and stared at him. 
 
    I think he may have been telling the truth. I tried to recall having a conversation with him where Chloe was mentioned and couldn’t think of one. 
 
    Still, though. 
 
    “There’s no one else here, Alaric. This was done by either you or me. I know it wasn’t me. That only leaves you.” 
 
    He straightened and took a step back. “So, now you’re openly accusing me? A moment ago, it sounded like you weren’t sure.” 
 
    “I never said I wasn’t--.” 
 
    “And we’re not the only ones here.” 
 
    A scoff slipped from my mouth. Surely, he wasn’t referring to Demitri. Even if he did do it, it would only have been done so at Alaric’s command. 
 
    “Demitri would never do anything like that,” he tacked on as if reading my mind. 
 
    “None of us did it. The phone has a mind of its own,” I deadpanned. 
 
    “While I can appreciate your attempt at sarcasm, have you tried messaging her through one of the other apps and asking what’s going on?” 
 
    I placed my hands in my lap and found a speck of granite to focus on. Why hadn’t I thought of this myself? Unable to meet his eye, I picked up my phone and navigated to the messenger app that was linked to my social media profile. Chloe and I only spoke this way occasionally, but our conversation box should’ve been at the very top, right above my sisters. 
 
    It was gone… 
 
    Both chats were. 
 
    Was this a glitch? I checked my phone’s 4G and then forced closed the app, immediately reopening it again. Nothing. The messages were still nowhere to be seen. I could feel Alaric watching me, but he remained silent. 
 
    I angled my body to the side, lifting my phone higher so he couldn’t see the screen. Going into the main app, I typed Chloe’s name into the search bar. The results loaded showing a few profiles with the same name, none of them hers. 
 
    I tried Meg’s too, but nothing came up this time. 
 
    “This makes no sense…” I mumbled. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” 
 
    “How did you…” I trailed off, shooting him a glance. 
 
    I was going to question how he managed to remove Chloe’s entire profile, but the simple fact of the matter was, he couldn’t. Only Chloe could do that, right? But Meg’s was gone too and my sister was dead. Someone else would have had to remove hers. I couldn’t outright say the same person had somehow done both, but the situation was far too similar for me to declare it a simple coincidence. 
 
    “I don’t understand…” I rubbed the back of my neck and hit the home button. 
 
    “Catalina,” Alaric called softly to get my attention. 
 
    I lifted my eyes to him, searching for a hint or clue as to what was going on. As expected, he gave nothing away. Whatever was going on, I was missing some particularly important pieces of a complex puzzle. Trying to decipher the picture wasn’t a feasible option anymore, not while I was beneath Alaric’s roof. The best thing I could do for myself was get home. 
 
    “It’s nothing. Forget I said anything.” 
 
    “It’s not nothing. Somethings bothering you.” He began to make his way around the island. 
 
    I jumped up. The force of my sudden movement nearly knocked over his bar stool. Like an animal of prey fearing, it would be devoured by the predator, I knew I couldn’t let him come any closer. 
 
    “Excuse me.” 
 
    I rushed from the kitchen not bothering to check what his reaction was. Taking the stairs two at a time, I pulled up the app store in search of rideshare applications. I needed an Uber or a Lyft. I would settle for a taxi triple the price if it meant getting me out of here. 
 
    I hit download on a few just as I flung the guest room door open. What I saw left me bewildered. It was perfectly made up—clean to the point of appearing clinical. It didn’t look as if anyone had been making temporary use of it the past few days. 
 
    Where were all my things? I scanned every inch of the floor and all four corners not seeing a single item that belonged to me. The click-clack of Alaric’s dress shoes on the stairs had my legs propelling me further into the room. I quickly checked both the closet and the bathroom. These too were immaculate. 
 
    I hadn’t come here with anything more than a lone suitcase. It wouldn’t be that hard to stash or hide it somewhere. 
 
    “Are you going to tell me what’s going on?” 
 
    I closed my eyes and took a quick breath before turning to face him. 
 
    “I’m going home.” 
 
    “You’re going home?” he repeated back slowly as if he couldn’t comprehend the meaning of my words. 
 
    “Yeah, as in I’m leaving. Unless you’re intending to keep me held here like a hostage?” 
 
    “Is that rhetoric? Do you want me to gag and bind you?” he teased. 
 
    “That’s not funny.” 
 
    “You’re right,” he nodded. “I’m sorry. Okay. How exactly are you planning on leaving?” 
 
    “Does it matter? It doesn’t have anything to do with you.” 
 
    His perfectly sculpted brows slightly lifted, an ill-amused half-smile graced his mouth. “You’re staying in my house based on my request. My bank provided the funds for you to get here--.” 
 
    “I can pay you back. I’ll even add interest,” I rushed out. 
 
    While my account wasn’t remotely in the range of his, I would scrape together every nickel and dime I had to clear away any debt he felt I owed if it meant going home. 
 
    His supple lips flattened into a frown. “I don’t give a shit about the money. That’s irrelevant.” 
 
    “Then--.” 
 
    “I’ve fed you, fucked you, and taken sole responsibility for your well-being. I think you leaving has everything to do with me. How are you getting to where you’re going?” 
 
    “I’m getting a ride now. I just need my things and I can handle the rest.” 
 
    “A ride from who?” 
 
    “I don’t know who, Alaric. Whoever pulls up in the car that’s coming to get me.” 
 
    “You’re going to ride hours away with a stranger?” 
 
    “Hours?” 
 
    “Cat, are you aware of how far we are from anything else? I like my privacy.” 
 
    I cast my gaze to the far bedroom window as if I could calculate the distance from his home to civilization. I’d forgotten how long it took to get here from the airport. I couldn’t retrace that route from memory. I’d slept for nearly the whole last half of the drive. 
 
    I didn’t understand how that would matter, though. That’s what GPS was for. Unless that wasn’t what he was genuinely concerned about… 
 
    “You don’t have to worry. I won’t ever tell anyone. I just want to go home.” 
 
    He regarded me again with an impassive stare and silence as if I’d said something else he couldn’t understand. That was fine by me. I wasn’t going to make him confess. He hadn’t bothered asking why I was so intent on leaving. That was telling enough, wasn’t it? I knew he didn’t want to let me go at all. 
 
    When he placed himself between my legs and told me I was his, that wasn’t a lust-filled promise. He had meant it. But was keeping me here indefinitely really his plan? I had a niggling suspicion he was purposely delaying my departure. 
 
    After a minute or two of us standing in silence, he sighed and rolled his shoulders. “Okay. Let me see your phone.” 
 
    My fingers flexed, holding the device tighter. “Why?” 
 
    “Don’t you want to get out of here? That’s fine, Cat, but you’re forgetting something.” 
 
    I didn’t like this. I didn’t trust him or myself. The way he was watching me, his calm tone, and perfectly relaxed demeanor. Alarm bells were ringing in the back of my head. He’d behaved this way since the day I met him. Only now, I was aware of what lurked beneath that pristine surface. I also had a tendency for being paranoid. Both were legitimate reasons why I didn’t want to give him my phone. 
 
    “Cat.” He inched forward with cautious steps. “Let me help you,” he coaxed gently. 
 
    “I don’t need your help with anything other than my bag. Where is it?” 
 
    “Your things are in the closet.” 
 
    My brows furrowed. I turned my head and checked inside for a second time without moving from where I was, getting the same result as before. The slight distraction cost me. 
 
    Suddenly in front of me, Alaric easily removed my cellphone from my grasp. 
 
    “What are you doing?” 
 
    I reached for it back. The attempt was easily thwarted by him taking hold of my wrist. 
 
    “I’m helping you.” 
 
    He tapped away on the screen before pocketing the phone in his rear pocket. 
 
    “How is this helping me?” I struggled to break free, wincing when he tightened his grip. “Let go!” 
 
    Doing the opposite of what I demanded, he pulled me closer. If not for the way he was holding onto my arm we would be chest to chest. 
 
    “Do you honestly think I didn’t know you wanted to leave me, Cat? What could possibly have given you the idea I would ever let that happen? Tell me, where did this sporadic and shitty plan come from?” 
 
    I ground my teeth and glared at him. “You can’t keep me here against my will. I have an actual life.” 
 
    “Holing yourself up inside your shabby little house with a mouse is what you refer to as living? That’s not a life. It’s a prison sentence. It’s fine now, though. None of those things matter anymore. Everything is gone.” 
 
    Where had he gotten that kind of information? “H-how did you know any of that?” 
 
    “You’re so wonderfully naïve.” He released my wrist and took hold of my face, holding it firmly within his large hands. Something chillingly sinister darkened his eyes. A wicked smile accompanied it, causing a lump to lodge in my throat. 
 
    “You’re mine. Scream, cry, get down on your knees and beg if you want. It won’t change anything. You’ll never be free of me. Face the music, Cat. You aren’t going anywhere—not now. Not ever.” 
 
    A burning sensation enveloped my eyes. I struggled to hold back tears of anger and hurt. 
 
    My feelings for him were genuine, even if wrong and hard to understand. He was the only person I’d ever felt like this about. Why did it have to be so complicated, messy, and disastrous? I brought my hands up and grabbed hold of his wrists, pulling down to try and get him to let go of my face. 
 
    “Okay. I can’t leave. Now get off,” I repeated quietly. “Please.” 
 
    “Don’t cry. Everything’s going to be alright. I promise I’ll take good care of you,” he stated, sweeping the pad of his thumbs over my cheeks. Blue eyes held mine as his hands slid to the back of my head, fingers tangling in my hair. 
 
    I pulled back as far as I could bringing my hands down to his solid chest. I pushed against him to no avail, whimpering when he tightened his hold. He lowered his mouth, nipping my lower lip, further tangling his hands in my hair. 
 
    I grabbed hold of the wrists framing either side of my face and parted my lips, giving him the access, he was silently demanding. 
 
    His tongue swept across where he’d bitten, soothing the sting before slipping between the opening I’d given and entwining with mine. He angled my face, kissing me deeper. I closed my eyes counting the seconds in my head. I couldn’t get swept away by his brutal seduction. 
 
    Keeping his hold on me, he used his body to maneuver me backward. My back hit the wall with a soft thud. I didn’t know if I was breathing heavier because he was devouring me with his mouth or as a result of the panic beginning to take root and bloom. 
 
    He wrapped a chunk of my hair around his fist to keep me rooted in place, bringing his free hand down between our bodies. 
 
    At the telltale sound of his belt coming undone I protested again. My muffled objection went ignored. 
 
    Unable to look anywhere but into the cold and calculating eyes of the very man taking whatever he wanted from me, I couldn’t see what was happening. I could only feel everything. He lowered his pants just enough to pull his hard cock out. He moved his face away from mine, leaving the saliva from our broken kiss on my swollen lips. 
 
    “Alaric,” I breathed, searching his eyes and pleading with mine. 
 
    As he stared back at me with a sudden hint of softness, I was thrown deeper into a state of confusion. 
 
    “You forgot,” he reiterated, forcing my legs apart. 
 
    “No.” I flattened my palms against his chest again, unable to move him. 
 
    The hold he had on my hair vanished so he could use both his hands. Now pressed firmly against the wall, he adjusted so that the head of his cock was pressed against my slit. Deft fingers wrapped around my throat to hold me still. 
 
    “There’s no point in fighting me. You’ve been begging for this since you got here. Look.” He used his knee to spread my legs even further while at the same time rolling his hips and roughly guiding himself inside me. 
 
    I grimaced, unable to hold back a squeal as a stinging sensation set in. I wasn’t ready for the entirety of him. I wasn’t ready for him at all. That didn’t matter. The softness in his beautiful eyes just seconds ago was gone, replaced by something cold, calculating, and possessive. 
 
    That’s what this was about. 
 
    Not pleasure—but ownership and control. 
 
    Every time his cock eased out and then back in, I was forced to rise up, meeting every one of his thrusts, taking him deeper. Our height difference added to the discomfort of this position. I’d lost the battle of holding back my tears. I could feel them on my cheeks, causing him to become blurry. 
 
    “Do you remember now?” he asked, his voice controlled and low. 
 
    I wasn’t sure what he was talking about. I think I shook my head no, crying out as he fucked me harder. 
 
    The wall was digging into my spine. His grip around my throat combined with a steady flow of tears made it hard to breathe properly. 
 
    “No?” 
 
    Pain and a growing sense of pleasure, melded with confusion. What did he want me to say? I was struggling to concentrate on anything other than what he was doing to me. 
 
    “Come on, Catalina,” he coaxed, purposely pushing himself to the hilt. 
 
    I closed my eyes, digging my nails into his wrists and forearm. His lips skimmed across my shut lids until he was at my ear, whispering all the things he’d done to me the night before. It rang clear then what he wanted then, the confession and acknowledgment he sought. 
 
    “I’m…yours,” I resigned on a stolen breath. 
 
    “Again,” he demanded. 
 
    “Yours. I’m yours,” I affirmed, grabbing him tighter as he picked up his pace. 
 
    A light sheen of sweat broke out across my brow and the back of my neck. The jingling of the belt buckle followed every rapid thrust. His lips captured mine, a low growl spilling from his mouth as he slowed and pushed himself deeper. 
 
    Bringing his cheek to rest atop of my head, we remained like this for a few quiet moments. I could feel his cock pulsing as he came inside me. 
 
    My heart was pounding so hard I could hear it in my ears. I couldn’t seem to swallow properly. Alaric eased himself out of me without a word. I winced at the throbbing ache now renewed between thighs sporting a trail of come. He tucked himself away and readjusted his slacks, not bothering to clean the juices of us from his cock. 
 
    Unable to look at him, I dropped my eyes to the third button on his button-down. 
 
    “I-I want to take a shower.” I rasped, blinking away an onslaught of fresh tears. 
 
    “How about a bath instead?” 
 
    His tone forced my attention to move away from his shirt. I looked into his eyes and was at a total loss. It was like he hadn’t just frozen me over with an icy gaze from hell. How could he look at me with such full-blown tenderness after what just happened?  
 
    I nodded in place of verbally answering. 
 
    “Come.” He placed a kiss on the center of my forehead and stepped away. My dominant hand was captured within his and he led me from the room. 
 
    Going back down the hallway, we returned to his room and crossed into his on-suite. It looked a lot like the bathroom attached to the guest room I slept in, only the grandeur had been significantly heightened, more so than in his actual bedroom. 
 
    He walked me over to a round, cream-colored ottoman and released my hand. 
 
    “Sit,” he gently commanded, pressing my shoulders. 
 
    I sank and placed my hands in my lap. Alaric turned away, walking towards the jacuzzi bathtub that was positioned directly in front of a large window. Had the situation been different I would have loved to soak in it and take in the breathtaking view. 
 
    What was I supposed to do now? I looked around the room, catching sight of his and her closets along the far adjacent wall. From my vantage point, I was able to see some of the clothes hanging up. Most of it was unfamiliar but I recognized a few things that had been in my suitcase. 
 
    “You really plan on keeping me?” 
 
    “Why are you making it sound as if there are any other options?” 
 
    He reached down and adjusted the knobs on the tub. 
 
    The sound of rushing water filled the room. I rubbed at the back of my neck, unsure how to reply. There was a lot I could say but I wasn’t sure it would be worth the potential consequence that may follow. 
 
    Alaric straightened and went to a tall cabinet. He opened the upper portion and began pulling out feminine products. I frowned watching him place body wash and fragranced lotions around the wide rim of the tub. 
 
    “Are those my sisters?” 
 
    He turned to look at me with something akin to a glare. “Your sister and I never shared a room. Why would I have her things in my bathroom? Furthermore, I would never do something that ignorant to you.” 
 
    “But what you just did was, okay?” I couldn’t help but ask. 
 
    He checked the level of water in the tub and then turned to face me again. “Did I do something that offended you?” 
 
    “What?” I faltered. “You can’t be serious?” 
 
    “I’m as serious as the sky is blue.” 
 
    I shook my head at him. “So, to clarify, offering me my sister’s old body wash is discourteous, but forcing your cock inside me isn’t?” 
 
    He expelled a sigh and turned towards the tub to shut the water off. Straightening, he approached me with unhurried steps, his demeanor confident as ever. He grabbed hold of my hands and forced me to stand, drawing me close once I was on my feet. 
 
    “It’s going to take time for you to learn how a relationship works, I understand that. But, Cat, sometimes I worry about how much you’re going to struggle.” He snaked an arm around my back and flattened his palm against my lower spine. 
 
    He was doing it again. 
 
    Confusing me with his array of purposely confounding words. 
 
    “You can’t call what we have between us a relationship.” 
 
    “And why is that?” He pulled me even closer, bringing my body nearly flush against his. 
 
    I swallowed and fought the urge to lean away. I didn’t dare forget what doing that less than twenty minutes ago had resulted in. 
 
    “I asked you a question,” he cajoled, slipping his other hand beneath the hem of my robe. Fingers traveled slowly up my inner thigh, skimming over where his come had begun to dry. Anticipating more pain, I was unable to stop my muscles from tensing. 
 
    I almost sighed in relief when he didn’t antagonize what he’d just made sore, but my brain was too frazzled and focused on what was happening for me to reply to his question. 
 
    Using only two digits, he felt his way up to my clit. 
 
    I flinched at the touch. 
 
    The firmness with which he held onto my body prevented me from going anywhere. He pressed against my swollen nub with the pad of his thumb, rolling it in a circular motion. I sucked in a breath of air, feeling my body tense for an entirely different reason. 
 
    “I’m waiting,” he probed, now moving his finger back and forth. 
 
    “A-a relationship is a give and take between two people. All you do is take.” 
 
    “Is that what I’m doing right now?” 
 
    “This doesn’t—ugh.” 
 
    He rotated his hand, pressing against my clit with his palm as two fingers eased inside my pussy. 
 
    I was trying to say that this didn’t count. That it wasn’t a fair or accurate representation of our dynamic. 
 
    Something between a gasp and soft moan spilled from my mouth. 
 
    I grabbed at his shirt, manipulating the fabric up into a ball. 
 
    The pain from seconds ago was slowly alleviated by a rapidly growing wetness. Alaric held me close, rocking his fingers in and out of me, curling them upwards to methodically massage my G-spot, simultaneously applying pressure to my throbbing clit. 
 
    I whimpered; my legs felt as if they would buckle beneath the sensation beginning to amass in my core. 
 
    “Am I still taking something from you, Cat?” he questioned, his voice condescending. 
 
    He kissed me roughly, increasing the tempo in which his fingers thrust in and out of me. His tongue traveled over the peak of my lips, teasing the center of them until they parted. His kiss was surprisingly more aggressive than before. 
 
    He swallowed my barrage of moans, not once wavering in how he held me. All my senses were smothered by everything Alaric. 
 
    The way he tasted, the lingering macchiato from the coffee he’d consumed. 
 
    His sculpted body pressing against mine as he fucked me with his fingers. I couldn’t see anything but him. Every breath I drew was permeated with the intoxicating fragrance he wore. The sounds filling the room were a mix of pleasure and heavy breathing. 
 
    He pulled his mouth away and began kissing his way to my ear, nipping the lower lobe. “This pussy belongs to me just as much as you do. Whenever I want it, it’s mine.” He pushed deeper, thrusting his fingers to the knuckle, eliciting a throaty moan. “Don’t pretend you don’t like this. You’re so fucking wet right now my fingers are drenched. My hand is dripping.” 
 
    His proclamation was something I should have found offensive. Instead, I hung onto those words as the pressure inside me increased. My legs were trembling, I couldn’t grab hold of him any tighter. 
 
    The burst of pleasure hit me hard. 
 
    “Alaric,” I cried out his name amid incessant screams. I squeezed my eyes shut and buried my face against his chest as tremors wracked my body. A blissful rush cemented me in place and a new trickle of fluid slid down my thighs. 
 
    Alaric eased his fingers out before I stopped shaking, causing my eyes to flutter open. His hand appeared before my lips, his skilled fingertips pushing between them. 
 
    “Suck,” he demanded. “Suck them clean.” 
 
    I obliged as if running on autopilot. I swept my tongue out, tasting the slightly salted flavor of my come and arousal. 
 
    “Good girl,” he praised once satisfied, removing his arm from around me. 
 
    “You should get in the tub before your water goes cold. We have dinner guests coming so try and relax today. I’ll lay your clothes out on the bed.” 
 
    I swallowed a thick wad of saliva and blankly stared up at him. I was beginning to get whiplash from his rapid transitions. He switched from domineering and seductive to courteous and a touch indifferent while effortlessly charming. 
 
    A gentle hand ran through my hair, a feather-light kiss to the top of my head.  He stepped away and I was left staring at his back when he walked away, still trying to process everything that had just happened. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER THREE 
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    I could barely recognize the woman in the mirror. It was almost pitiful that I hadn’t done anything extreme, and yet the difference in my appearance was night and day.  
 
    I’d styled my hair in a simple half up half down style, so it wasn’t in my face, adding a rose gold clip to ensure it remained intact. My make-up was lightweight as I wasn’t the best in terms of applying anything more than mascara and shaping my brows. 
 
    Anything more and I was at risk of looking like an extra in a horror movie. What made this whole look out of the ordinary for me was the little black dress Alaric had personally selected. 
 
    I’d fallen back asleep unintentionally and when I came to, I found it neatly sat out on the lounge-like my robe had been. I smoothed a hand over the soft, silky fabric. It had a slightly metallic sheen and a subtle floral print. The bustier-style top hugged my chest while the slightly flared bottom accented my hips. 
 
    Alaric had gone as far as pairing it with a pair of low-heeled sandals. Everything fit perfectly. When I considered what this meant for the various unworn clothes hanging in the closet Alaric had silently designated as mine, this was unsettling. He had mentioned purchasing me before but that was hard to find believable. 
 
    Now I was beginning to believe my arrival here was something planned long before I got his late-night phone call. What this meant for Meg and had to do with Chloe I had yet to determine. Prioritizing my well-being first, I needed to find a way out of this house. I couldn’t breathe without feeling as if someone were watching me from within the walls. I feared it was only a matter of time before the madness that plagued my dreams would once again distort an already questionable reality. 
 
    I checked my reflection one final time and then exited the bedroom altogether. A glance out the French doors showed the sun had set even lower while I was getting ready. I made it further than I had last time before coming to a complete stop at the top of the stairs. There was casual chatter coming from below. Every so often a woman would laugh a bit too loudly. 
 
    This alone made me want to return to the bedroom for the remainder of the evening. I loathed the idea of sitting at a table and dining with strangers, forcing myself to be sociable. The mere thought of it had my hands turning clammy. I directed my attention to the macabre painting that was hanging at the top of the stairs. 
 
    Was it my first day here Alaric and I had discussed this? Like the piano down in the great room, the grotesque piece of art demanded attention. I was drawn to it both for reasons I didn’t understand and for others that terrified me—just as I was with the man to who it belonged. 
 
    “Catalina.” 
 
    I looked away from the demon defiling a woman playing the piano, to Alaric who was staring up at me from the base of the staircase. 
 
    “We’ve been waiting on you.” 
 
    Forcing my legs to move, I grabbed hold of the banister and went down. “How many people are here?” 
 
    “Not more than you can handle.” 
 
    I frowned at his reply. I wasn’t sure I liked him knowing what I’d been asking without me having to spell it out. 
 
    “You have to smile, Cat. You’re far too beautiful to frown so much, especially now. I’m tempted to take you right back up these stairs and spend the next few hours making you come all over my cock and in my mouth.” 
 
    His vulgarity almost caused me to trip. “Is that an offer I can accept?” 
 
    He brandished a grin that showed off his perfect, white teeth and brought out his dimple. 
 
    “I know you want me, but you’re going to have to get through dinner first.” 
 
    He stretched out a hand for me and I accepted it without argument. I had my reasons for being so obedient. 
 
    We walked side by side into his overly fancy dining room. Immediately I wanted to retreat. As if sensing this, he gave me a reassuring squeeze. 
 
    “There she is!” Niklaus loudly exclaimed, pointing at me with the end of a large metal spoon. “Zoe, Kyle, this is the girl that’s stolen my brother’s rotting heart.” 
 
    “Her name is Catalina,” Alaric corrected his brother firmly as he pulled out a chair for me to sit. 
 
    “Awe, you are pretty,” the woman named Zoe admonished with a friendly smile. 
 
    Compared to her I looked like someone had put a russet potato in a silk dress. She was a gorgeous dark-skinned woman with a head full of thick spiral curls. 
 
    Beside her was Kyle, a well-groomed ginger with an equally friendly smile. 
 
    “Aren’t all Alaric’s women pretty?” Rebecca asked in a flat tone. 
 
    “No, because you used to be one and your bitter bitch behavior makes you ugly,” Niklaus retorted cheerfully. 
 
    No one said anything about him calling her a bitch, they simply laughed. I guess this was a normal thing for them. He’d called her a witch the first night we met. I cast a curious glance towards the end of the table. An additional two people sat there completing the dinner party. 
 
    A blonde with hair two shades darker than Rebecca’s and a brunette. I knew right away that it was one of them responsible for the obnoxious laugh I’d heard upstairs. Of everyone here I expected me to look the most out of place but these two had me beat, which was saying a lot. 
 
    They wore matching dresses—one black, one red—both were low-cut to show excess cleavage. You could tell they weren’t designed this way. Someone had taken a pair of scissors to the fabric and then tried to sew their mistakes away. Maybe I was the only one who noticed? 
 
    “Amber and Patricia,” Alaric introduced them as he claimed the seat beside me. 
 
    I nodded in greeting and then turned my attention to the spread that had been prepared for tonight. I had been smelling the aroma of food since I woke up for the second time. 
 
    Red sauced pasta rested in the center of the table. Vegetable dishes and a bowl of breadsticks, as well as a side salad, took up space beside it. I wouldn’t deny that I was impressed by Alaric’s cooking skills, but the food was hardly the reason I begrudgingly came down here. 
 
    As the dishes were passed around and he loaded my plate for me, topping it all off with a glass of water. It didn’t escape my notice everyone else had wine. 
 
    After my failed attempt at leaving this morning, I knew I was going to need help. He still had possession of my cellphone so calling anyone wasn’t possible and besides the police, there was no one for me to reach out to. 
 
    I didn’t think that was the right route to go either. Alaric had all but told me to call them before without any hesitation. He was undeniably confident with his stance in this situation. I was afraid getting the cops involved would cause even more issues for me. I could barely handle the ones I had now. 
 
    This dinner should have been my way of getting what I was seeking. Amber and Patricia didn’t seem competent enough to do anything more than panic on my behalf. 
 
    As the meal proceeded the two of them took turns openly flirting with Alaric and his brother. What had begun irritating me was now making me feel embarrassed for them. Neither was getting any kind of reaction. Why had they even been invited? 
 
    Feeling defeated and over this entire day, I mindlessly picked at my food. I wondered if Alaric would care if I excused myself. There wasn’t any reason for me to be down here. I would not be getting help from any of these people. 
 
    Zoe and Kyle were Alaric’s friends. They could be aware of his true colors and that wasn’t a gamble I was willing to take. Niklaus was his brother so that eliminated him automatically. Rebecca was too much of an unstable wild card for me to rely on. Every few minutes she was throwing daggers at me with her eyes. don’t know why she was giving me the territorial treatment again. 
 
    The last time we spoke she had openly warned me about the same man she wanted for herself. A slight nudge against my arm broke the concentrated stare I had aimed at my food. 
 
    “How does it taste?” 
 
    “Fine.” I scooped up another bite of pasta and popped it into my mouth. It honestly tasted far better than that. I wouldn’t have eaten this much if I thought it was gross. 
 
    “Fine? Is that all I get?” 
 
    I lifted one shoulder in a shrug. I wasn’t going to sing him praises. He leaned towards me, bringing his face closer to mine. “You can join in on the conversation. I swear they’re all harmless,” he teased. 
 
    “Yeah, we’re so glad to finally put a face to the name we’ve been hearing so much about,” Zoe chirped. 
 
    I looked across at the table at her. “You’ve been hearing about me?” 
 
    “Everyone knows about you,” Niklaus answered. 
 
    “But not how crazy you are.” 
 
    All attention shifted to Rebecca. Her attitude was fucking trash. I didn’t typically engage in catty confrontations. I hadn’t dealt with it in high school but was now forced to because this woman was threatened by my presence. I put my fork down and used the provided linen to wipe around my mouth. 
 
    “It’s sad you feel the need to be such a moody bitch for his attention. Is it working? Are you feeling noticed now?” 
 
    “It’s never worked and she’s not worth noticing. No one is as long as I have you.” He directed his coolly spoken words at Rebecca, reaching over to hold my hand. 
 
    Niklaus looked around the table with a wide grin. “Look at you, Cat. You fit right in.” 
 
    If this is what fitting in was, I could confidently say that I wholeheartedly preferred solitude. 
 
    “Ignore her. She’s like this with all—most people,” Zoe reassured with a friendly smile. 
 
    I shrugged again, not caring about any of this. 
 
    “You’re his girlfriend?” Amber asked. From her tone, I could tell she was genuinely asking. 
 
    “No,” I said at the time Alaric gave my hand a gentle squeeze and replied, “She’s my soon-to-be wife.” 
 
    His wife? It took all of my willpower not to openly gape at him. The table's attention shifted back to me. Immediately uncomfortable, I mindlessly reached for my water. The glass was cool to the touch. I brought it to my mouth and took a generous sip. 
 
    Patricia gave me a studious once over with the fakest smile, I’d ever seen painted on her overly red lips. 
 
    “I didn’t even know you were dating anyone, Doctor Schuyler.” 
 
    I almost choked on the current sip of water going down my throat. This was my first time hearing him called that. 
 
    “Alaric,” he corrected her. “And you wouldn’t. This is my personal life. We don’t have that kind of relationship, Patricia.” 
 
    What the hell? His light-hearted tone had me side-eyeing him. He caught me and winked, mouthing the word, see. I rolled my eyes and took another drink. I didn’t bother adding my input. I had no desire in participating in whatever this was. The whole charade was exhausting me mentally, more than I could have anticipated. 
 
    “Did you miss that he was once married too?” Rebecca questioned sarcastically. “Her sister is the one that made him a widow.” 
 
    Another look from Alaric had her hastily diverting her attention to her half-eaten salad. 
 
    Amber gasped dramatically. “Oh, I’m so sorry. We had no idea. As he said, we’re not close. Nik is the one that invited us.” 
 
    “I thought you two could use some good company,” Niklaus replied to her. 
 
    For this girl not to know about Meg, she and Alaric weren’t even acquaintances. Which again made me wonder why she and her friend had been invited tonight. They were coming off like patients of his. 
 
    I rubbed the back of my neck, physically feeling the effects of this evening. Sleep sounded wonderful right now. 
 
    “Uh, how about we switch to a more dinner-friendly conversation,” Kyle suggested with a short laugh. His attempt to lighten the mood went ignored. 
 
    “Yes,” Zoe agreed. “There’s no need to discuss that here and now, Bec. We all know the story.” 
 
    “It’s not a story it's simple facts. Why do you guys always hide what Meg did? It wasn’t any of our faults.” 
 
    “What did she do?” I was genuinely curious. 
 
    “Does anyone want dessert?” Zoe suddenly asked. 
 
    “She ruined his life and then her crazy ass had to take it a step further and off herself.” 
 
    I dropped the fork I had just picked up. The clatter of metal against porcelain was loud enough that I immediately reached for my water again to downplay the reaction. 
 
    Killed herself. 
 
    Meg killed herself. 
 
    All the food I’d consumed sat in my stomach like a slab of concrete, causing it to cramp. There was too much for me to take away from this confession. 
 
    My head felt heavy. The stares being lobbed my way prickled my skin. 
 
    Unable to meet anyone’s eye, I mumbled something of an excuse and shoved away from the table, hurrying out of the dining room. The speech in which I wanted to move and the one my body produced were drastically different. 
 
    “Get her out of my house.” I heard Alaric command someone. A commotion began directly after. 
 
    I kept walking. 
 
    Each step took more effort than it should’ve. I needed to get somewhere quiet, somewhere I could sit down. My entire body felt…off. I’d nearly made it to the bottom of the stairs when I was lifted off the ground. 
 
    I sucked in a breath and wrapped my arms around Alaric’s shoulders. “W-What are you doing?” 
 
    “You won’t make it up the steps like this.” 
 
    Like…this? 
 
    My head rolled to rest on his shoulder. “Don’t drop me,” I slurred through a whisper. 
 
    He cradled me like a precious doll that weighed nothing and carried me up the stairs. As my eyes closed I felt something wet on my face and realized I was crying. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER FOUR 
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    I knew she would never make it through dinner. My only oversight tonight was her consuming the water as quickly as she had. Her participating at all was more than likely due to her desire to escape. She seemed intent on learning that was never going to happen, the hard way. 
 
    Nonetheless, this was a necessary endeavor. Catalina was severely anti-social. That’s what her mother had said when discussing our deal. 
 
    I was curious to know just how bad it was. Socializing would be a more frequent occurrence in her life now. I refused to let her hide away anymore. 
 
    I turned my head to ensure she was all the way asleep. Her two-tone hair was fanned out on the pillow. Most of her beautiful face was concealed by the duvet. I’d taken the liberty to strip her down to nothing but her bra and underwear so she would be more comfortable. 
 
    Slowly standing, I removed her cellphone from my back pocket and plugged it back in to charge. It wasn’t my intention to cut her off from the outside world. She’d eventually learn that she would never experience it without me. 
 
    It’s not like she had anyone to call. Chloe was obsolete and her mother would bend over backward if I asked her to. 
 
    There wasn’t anyone else from her previous life to rely on. All she had now was me, and that was all she’d ever need. 
 
    I flipped off the main light and left her to sleep off the effects of her drink. She may be upset with me when she woke up and understandably so. I told her I was going to stop doing this. It was my goal to wean her off these special drinks and never let them near her lips again, but there were a few more loose ends to tie up. 
 
    I prepared myself for what came next, plastering a smile on my face as I re-entered the dining room. Everyone was still here minus Rebecca and my brother who had yet to return from seeing her out. 
 
    “I’m sorry about that.” 
 
    “Don’t sweat it. Family drama, it happens.” Amber waved a hand in the air and fixed me with a seductive look I knew all too well. 
 
    This woman was so far beneath me I forced a brighter smile to hide my disgust. 
 
    “Well, now that you’re back. I’m going to ready the dessert.” Zoe clapped her hands enthusiastically and stood up. 
 
    “Your house is really beautiful,” Patricia remarked, doing a show of looking around the room. 
 
    Of course, it was fucking nice. I lived here, didn’t I? To someone like her, I’m sure this was like a mini-resort. I flashed another smile and nodded. “Just wait. You haven’t gotten to see the best part yet. Now if you can excuse me again for a minute, I’m going to see if Zoe needs help.” 
 
    Understanding my true meaning, Kyle nodded at me discreetly and took over with the two girls. I grabbed both my dish and Catalina’s on my way to the kitchen. Zoe was sitting at the island waiting for me. She lifted her head away from her phone when I placed the dishes in the sink. 
 
    “She okay?” 
 
    “She’s perfect.” 
 
    I turned the water on and rinsed everything leftover down the garbage disposal. 
 
    “She didn’t know about Meg?” 
 
    “You saw the way she reacted. What do you think?” 
 
    Her groan was drowned out by the grinding of the machine. 
 
    “Alaric,” she admonished as soon as she could hear herself speak again. “That’s not right.” 
 
    “Given what we’re about to do, it seems rather trivial.” I went to the lock pad that sealed off the basement door and entered the four-digit code to activate the fingerprint scanner. 
 
    “That’s her sister.” 
 
    “You know better than that Z. Those two didn’t have anything to do with one another.” 
 
    “But--.” 
 
    “Meg’s mother was the trophy wife and Catalina’s was the hired help fucking the wealthy husband. And you know how Johnathon is. With that piece of shit running the show those two were doomed to have a shitty relationship from the start.” 
 
    I placed my thumb on the screen and looked back at her. “Why does it matter how her sister died? Dead is dead.” 
 
    Her curls bobbed as she shook her head at me. “Alaric, you are the most brilliant man I know but--.” 
 
    “Don’t let your fiancée hear that.” 
 
    She laughed. “You really do have a heart solid as stone.” 
 
    “No. I simply view things differently than you.” 
 
    “Okay. Let’s go with that.” 
 
    “If I had a heart of stone, I wouldn’t have committed my body and soul to the woman currently sleeping upstairs.” 
 
    “Soul?” she questioned. 
 
    “You know it’s been over a year since Megan died? Having to pretend she didn’t drop dead more than a few weeks ago is a pain in the ass.” 
 
    She laughed and clicked her tongue. “You always did say, good things take time.” 
 
    “I still do. All bountiful harvests were sown with patience. Catalina is worth the headache.” 
 
    “So is what we’ve been doing to keep our family's fortune going.” 
 
    “That it is.” 
 
    The lock pad released a low beep, the digital screen flashing green twice followed by the locking mechanism undoing itself. 
 
    “Where’s Demitri?” 
 
    “He’s already with our pilot. You know what to do. We’ll be down with them shortly.” 
 
    She gave me a two-finger salute and then quickly slipped through the door to go downstairs. 
 
    My task now was to get the girls prepped. On the counter beside my stove was a small two-tiered stand holding up a double flavored cake. 
 
    I would never lie about dessert. This was the least I could do for these people. A small parting gift of sorts. My mother had them specially ordered from a place they could only dream of being able to afford. It was a delicacy they should feel most grateful for. 
 
    I pulled back the thick satin cloth to double-check that everything on the bottom tier was in place. Two capped paralytics rested between shined silverware. I recovered them and carefully carried the dessert stand into the dining room. 
 
    Amber clasped her hands together and let out a sound of excitement. “Ohhh, that looks amazing.” 
 
    “It tastes even better,” Kyle enthused. 
 
    I sat the cake near the center of the table and then eased the cutting knife out from beneath the satin covering. 
 
    “Chocolate or lemon?” 
 
    “Whichever you like the most,” Patricia replied. 
 
    “I’ll have the same as her,” Amber said. 
 
    I quickly cut two slices of lemon and placed them on the dishes specifically set aside for this. Niklaus returned just as I was setting the plates before the girls. 
 
    “Is it dessert time already?” 
 
    “What took you so long?” 
 
    “You know Bec. Sometimes she needs…” he shot a look in Amber and Patricia’s direction. 
 
    He didn’t need to say anymore. His dick had handled the situation for him. I couldn’t care less about that. Rebecca had been passed around our whole circle at least twice. 
 
    My only qualm was that he had another woman to look after now and until we dealt with Bec officially it was in his best interest to be careful. I wasn’t the only one she felt possessive of. 
 
    “We’ll need to get rid of that sooner than later.” 
 
    “Just say when,” he replied flippantly. 
 
    I’m glad he was on the same page as me. I had given too many warnings to let this ever happen again. She was extremely bitter she no longer had the honor of sucking my dick but was too greedy not to stop riding my brothers. If that’s all she was doing, we wouldn’t have a problem. It was her animosity towards Catalina that I wouldn’t tolerate. 
 
    “Oh, this is good!” Patricia exclaimed. 
 
    “It is,” Amber agreed around a mouthful of half-chewed cake. 
 
    “I told you.” 
 
    Niklaus slipped his hands in his pockets and watched as I started clearing more of the table. 
 
    “Hey, where’s my plate?” 
 
    “Waiting for you to get it yourself.” 
 
    Kyle reached across and pretended to help me. He discreetly removed one of the paralytics and gradually worked his way behind Amber’s chair. 
 
    She began angling her body towards him. Before she could turn all the way he had the needle inserted into the lower portion of her neck. The smile on her face transformed into an open-mouthed shock. A glob of lemon cake fell onto her lap. 
 
    “What the fuck?” Patricia yelled. She jumped up as if to defend her friend. It was already too late for her to act. 
 
    I grabbed the second paralytic and passed it off to my brother. 
 
    He had the lid popped off and needle pushing into her flesh before she could move more than two or three steps. 
 
    “Z, ready?” Kyle asked. He now had Amber’s body in his arms. She blinked rapidly; a low keening sound came from her mouth with a string of drool. 
 
    This particular paralyzing agent was one of the fastest we’d tested over the years. Its effects were almost instantaneous and not only blocked all functions of the limbs but the vocal cords. 
 
    “Should be. Let’s get them downstairs.” 
 
    “You’re the boss,” Niklaus joked, hoisting Patricia over his shoulder. 
 
    We found our way down to the basement and passed through my office to join Zoe in the in-home operating room. She’d done most of the prep work already. The operating tables were clear, tools were lined up, and she was dressed accordingly. 
 
    Kyle and Niklaus placed both girls down and began the tedious task of removing their clothes while I secured the straps that would keep Patricia in place should the paralytic somehow wear off. One across her throat, another across her hips, and the final restraint just above her ankles. 
 
    “Records?” 
 
    “Come on, you know those have been handled,” Kyle replied. 
 
    “He asks every time,” Zoe lilted, doing Amber’s straps on the opposite table. 
 
    I rolled back the sleeves of my button-down and grabbed one of the extra smocks. “It never hurts to--.” 
 
    “To be sure,” Niklaus finished. “My anally clinical, sweet baby brother, we have no plans in fucking ourselves over. As far as Dream Garden goes, these two have never been seen there a day in their sad little lives.” 
 
    “They don’t have any familial ties to worry about,” Kyle added. 
 
    “Good.” I washed my hands and put on my surgical gloves. Next, I pulled out the preservation solutions we would need to flush our donors and the organs. The transport container was already on the counter ready to receive its precious cargo. 
 
    Each looked like a larger, much more complex air-pod case. I turned away from them and approached Patricia first. She was the one who mattered most. Her right kidney was a perfect match for the client. 
 
    Amber was only here to witness the spectacle before she died. If she were lucky, she’d suffer from aspiration before I was finished with the nephrectomy. Since I skipped on having my extra exclusive patients fast before surgery, the risk of them succumbing to any food-related complications was higher. 
 
    If either of them was to cough, gag, or vomit right now they wouldn’t be able to clear their airway. The paralyzing agent had stolen their ability to do so. 
 
    “Let’s get this done.” 
 
    “I’ll be over here,” Niklaus implored, getting comfortable beside Amber’s table. 
 
    He was always so fascinated with all of this. 
 
    He’d been fully capable of studying in the medical field, but the law had called to him more, ironically. It was for the best. My brother was a damn good lawyer. 
 
    I could have gone for the psychology or psychiatric route, but I didn’t need any education in that department. I could handle people remarkably well. All of my exes could attest for that, apart from a select few who were no longer with us. Eventually, Catalina would agree with this too. 
 
    I rounded the table and stood on Patricia’s right. 
 
    Zoe came to stand on the left while Kyle began to fumble with the data station that would track our cargo. He was our people person, the one who had strived to learn more about the human mind. 
 
    I grabbed the scalpel from the OR table and traced an invisible path down Patricia’s side with my index finger to note where I would make the first cut. 
 
    Her hazel eyes rolled to follow my movements, her pupils slightly expanding. Shame she couldn’t speak. Sometimes I allowed them to scream, usually when I was alone and taking someone apart to brush up on my skills. However, she could see, hear, and feel everything going on. It would be rude for me to take away all of their senses, wouldn’t it? 
 
    “Ready?” I asked Zoe. 
 
    “Go for it.” 
 
    I pressed my blade to Patricia’s body and began to make my first incision on the side of her chest, going about eight inches horizontally. The scalpel had no issues slicing into her creamy flesh. I ignored the blood running down onto the table and made the next cut, this one on her upper abdomen. 
 
    “Catalina hasn’t tried to call the cops yet?” Niklaus asked. 
 
    “You would have been the first to know if she had.” 
 
    “That’s true. You don’t seem worried about the possibility.” 
 
    “Because she won’t. She’s got more common sense than that. If I’m somehow miraculously wrong, it would give me something to look forward to in the event she tries to use them for her benefit.” 
 
    “She doesn’t know about the conservatorship then,” Kyle stated. 
 
    I sat the scalpel down and peeled back the first flap of skin, fully opening Patricia up where I had cut her at. 
 
    It lifted like a sticker coming away from its adhesive, nice and easy with a satisfying sound. “No, but that’s irrelevant. I don’t plan on doing anything with that unless she begins to misbehave.” 
 
    Zoe scoffed. “She’s not a dog, Alaric. Jesus.” 
 
    “She may not be a dog, but she is my special pet. I have to take good of her and make sure she’s trained well enough to thrive without needing to be baby-sat.” 
 
    “What exactly does that mean?” 
 
    “Retractor,” I ordered, ignoring her question. 
 
    She huffed and passed me the metal instrument that strongly resembled a pair of Frankenstein-like scissors with jagged hooks on the end. I inserted it into Patricia and used it to spread apart her ribs. Tears streamed in a continuous river from her eyes. She only needed to hang in for a bit longer. I’d have her kidney out in no time. 
 
    We were on a timetable. This little bean would only be good for about twenty-four to forty-eight hours. It would still need flushed, packaged, and then taken to Demitri who would handle the next step of its transportation with the client. 
 
    I probed the area, working swiftly to remove muscle, fat, and tissue, dropping everything I took out onto a separate tray. I carefully cut the ureter and some lymph nodes away before working on the glands. 
 
    It took approximately two and a half hours to complete this portion of the process. Next came flushing out the organ with perfusion solution. This was a critical step in ensuring it remained viable and healthy once it was placed in its new home. 
 
    “Get the Lifeport ready, I’ll finish this.” 
 
    Zoe nodded and took a step away, removing her gloves to deal with the shipping transporter. 
 
    The machine did everything in one, eliminating the need for separate cold storage and other means of solutions. 
 
    It had been designed with a pressure-controlled pump that enabled me to choose the pressure based on the particular organs' needs, in this case, the vasculature. It would also perfusate under aseptic conditions. 
 
    All in all, it gave a good peace of mind. Better that the transport could be tracked, and the goods monitored with an app. 
 
    Thank fuck I didn’t need to remove any ribs this time around. I was careful when finally removing the fist-sized organ. Kyle helped his fiancé with the transporter, prepping it with more solution and adjusting the gages. The moment the kidney was secure and ready to go they made a hasty exit promising to keep me updated with Demitri. 
 
    “You want help?” Niklaus asked, continuing to laze beside Amber. 
 
    “Your idea of helping me usually makes more work.” 
 
    “Not everyone can be as efficient as you when it comes to handling corpses.” 
 
    “Corpses?” I grinned at him. “They aren’t dead yet.” 
 
    “Huh.” He glanced down at Amber and smoothed a hand over her brow. Her eyes widening, a fresh wave of tears making them glisten. “You’re right.” 
 
    “You can’t keep it,” I warned. 
 
    He looked back up at me with a cool smirk. “I don’t want it, sir. I have something better. Thanks to you and sis.” 
 
    “Right,” I drawled, grabbing my scalpel once I located where I’d left it. “How is that going?” 
 
    “Pretty good. She’s crazy in a good way, you know what I mean?” 
 
    I laughed under my breath, slipping the scalpel into Patricia’s jugular, giving it a small twist to make sure I fully severed the vein. Her mouth parted but no sound came out, eyes rolling to the back of her head. 
 
    “In other words, I should wish you luck?” 
 
    “Exactly.” 
 
    I angled my body away from the blood spraying out the side of Patricia’s neck and removed the retractor from between her ribs. 
 
    “What’s our timeline looking like for Johnathon?” 
 
    “After tonight, things should be done within two weeks.” 
 
    “That fast?” 
 
    Using both hands, I scooped up all the things I’d taken out to get to Patricia’s kidney and kindly put them back through the opening I’d created. 
 
    “I don’t see any reason to prolong this. Catalina isn’t like the others. She’ll be with me indefinitely.” 
 
    “You like this girl.” 
 
    He sounded amazed and a hint relieved. I wasn’t sure why. I always followed through with what I said I would do. Did I like her? Yes, I did, but that didn’t have anything to do with the deal I’d made with her mother. It just so happened she was what I needed in my life. She was everything I wanted without knowing it until she stepped out of Demitri’s car. 
 
    Catalina was one of the most fascinating women I had ever met. Watching her work so hard to keep hold of reality was as enchanting as witnessing the madness inside her be set free. 
 
    She was perfect for me. 
 
    We had so much fun to have together. 
 
    “Okay, I need you to explain this again.” 
 
    “Explain what?” I undid the straps meant to keep Patricia in place, and then gathered her lifeless body into my arms. Her nakedness didn’t faze me in the slightest. Wasn’t much to look at even if I wanted to. My ass was bigger than hers. 
 
    “Cat is ‘special’, right? Right. But aren’t you in the process of breaking her down like you’ve done the others?” 
 
    “Get the door for me,” I commanded, carrying Patricia towards the back room. 
 
    He hurried to help, pushing the metal door open so that I could carry her through. The linoleum changed to dirt and the scent went from blood-tinged and clinical to acidic. I laid her body in the metal trough off to the right and then readied the first container of sulfuric to be added to the trough. 
 
    Stepping away, I exited the room to retrieve Amber. 
 
    “My kink is breaking them into nothing. I like them on their knees begging to be mine and promising that they’ll do anything I ask. They’d happily die for me. I own them—mind, body, and soul.” 
 
    “I’m aware…” Niklaus followed behind me like a curious puppy. He was older, but he’d always had a restless, energetic spirit that made it seem like the opposite. 
 
    “Catalina was well on her way to insanity before she met me. I’m just giving her mind that last push over the edge.” 
 
    “So, you’re not doing anything diff--.” 
 
    “She’ll only need to beg a little. When she promises to die for me, she’ll do it happily.” I contemplated Amber for a minute, debating if I should kill her now or let the acid eat away over the next few days while she was still alive. The latter seemed like the best idea. 
 
    “It’s different because I’m nurturing her madness, not creating it. In the end, she’ll need me, but I’ll need her too.” 
 
    “Wow. what an extremely fucked up way of getting to I love you.” 
 
    I hoisted Amber over my shoulder with a laugh, letting her blonde hair dangle aimlessly. “But worth it.” 
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    I balanced the glass of Macallan on the piano’s hood and sat down. I’d saved someone’s life in exchange for taking two others. I didn’t feel guilt or sorrow for those women. I never did. Not for the men either. They were all worth more dead than they’d ever be alive. 
 
    But this wasn’t about the money. 
 
    I had plenty of cash through the legitimate operations at Dream Garden as well as investing. Organ harvesting was a pandora’s box. My grandfather had handed it down to my father and he was passing it to me. 
 
    We were saviors in a sense, angels of death that gave back with every life we took. The ones receiving these parts would live on in place of their donors, getting a real chance to thrive. We were doing a good thing. I felt compelled to ensure the cycle continued for a bit longer. At least until I reclaimed what my father should have never given away. 
 
    In other respects, the trail of broken women was nothing more than a hobby turned addiction—a need to see how far I could warp a mind before it caved in on itself. Perhaps, searching for someone a little like me too. No one wants to be all alone. 
 
    Catalina was similar in that regard. She was lonely too. She didn’t fit in with the rest of the world. Now she wouldn’t have to worry about that anymore. 
 
    I took a sip of my drink, the way it burned going down was a welcome sensation. Placing it back on the hood, I relaxed into my seat, lightly brushing my fingers over the keys before me. It was nearing one in the morning. I could’ve gone straight to bed. I’d found my way in here instead. How long had it been since I sat in the dark and unwound like this? 
 
    After discarding bodies and cleaning up blood, a little Midnight Sonata did the mind wonders. 
 
    It was a classic. 
 
    A piece even those unknowledgeable of piano music should know. Not as grand or moving as Sociopath or Duet, but still beautiful. 
 
    My love for the piano began when I was just a boy. I think it was around eleven my parents knew I was gifted, albeit different from other kids my age. It was a blessing and a curse. The inside of my mind could get to be too overwhelming sometimes. 
 
    My mother suggested an outlet. 
 
    I wasn’t one for sports or clubs, so my grandfather sat me down and taught me to use one of these beautiful creations to express myself. Each time I sat down I was accepting an invitation for my soul to tell its tale with something that predated any other language and words. An invitation that never expired and lacked the necessity to give something in return. 
 
    I began to play almost hesitantly, the music becoming more vivid and fluid as the melody cleared everything away from my mind, but the story it wanted to tell of tonight. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER FIVE 
 
    [image: opaquemelodiestitle.jpg] 
 
    The heat pressing my back woke me up. 
 
    My brain told my eyes to open, the action delayed by the heaviness of my lids. Thick darkness greeted me. I blinked to try and get a better idea of where I was. I pushed myself into a sitting position as the memory of my sister’s death rose to the forefront of my mind. 
 
    Belatedly realizing I was nearly naked and in Alaric’s bed, I looked over and saw he was the culprit of the heat. 
 
    My eyes further adjusted, revealing he was sleeping soundlessly. He was shirtless, hands braced behind his head. How could he climb into this bed after drugging me? How bold was he to lay right here? 
 
    Then again, I suspected he knew I would never hurt him. It was hard for me to understand myself, adding him to the equation made everything that much more complicated. Not only did I not want to harm him. I couldn’t. Hurting him physically was the furthest thing from my mind or list of agendas. 
 
    I only wanted to be free of him before I became forever trapped in his world of madness or completely lost myself to my dark dreams. Even that, the thought of leaving him behind caused an ache in my chest. 
 
    What other choice did I have? 
 
    This wasn’t a normal situation. 
 
    He may have been the only person to see through the veil I was cloaked in, who made my heart pound erratically, but I couldn’t live this way. 
 
    I was scared. 
 
    He was taking it too far. I didn’t want to live in a prison, let alone one where the warden played games with my mind. 
 
    Easing the duvet off me, I watched for any sign that he was waking. When he didn’t stir, I slowly slipped out of bed, lowering my feet to the floor. I wrapped my arms around myself. Where was the robe? 
 
    Hoping it had been placed back on the lounge, I took careful steps towards where I thought it would. Reaching one hand out in front of me, I felt along the soft suede until my fingers skimmed over silk. 
 
    I grabbed it and made a quick, silent dash for the door. Out in the darkened hall, I waited to see if he would wake now. 
 
    The pounding of my heart made it hard to hear much of anything. When he didn’t make an appearance after I silently counted to sixty twice, I let myself relax a bit. 
 
    I pulled the robe on, tying the sash as I walked down the hallway. The house had returned to its ominously silent state. I could hear the waves crashing in from outside. I wondered what time it was. I didn’t have my phone with me. It may have been back on the nightstand, but I didn’t want to risk going back inside the room. That was the very reason why I remained only in this robe. 
 
    I wasn’t entirely sure what I should do now. The room that had all of Meg’s things inside was closed up tight at the other end of the hall. I realized now that this was done intentionally. Alaric had wanted significant space between the two of them. 
 
    I wanted to know what happened to her and why she chose to take her life. 
 
    I didn’t trust Alaric to tell me the truth. I knew he had the answer, but I also knew in my heart of hearts that he had something to do with it. If I thought the answers were locked away inside her bedroom, I would be in there right now searching it like Nancy Drew. 
 
    I’d gone through the majority of her things, though, and there wasn’t anything in there that alluded to her being suicidal. Not unless her spending ridiculous amounts of money was a cry for help. Besides, after everything had transpired so far, it felt intrusive to go back into her room. 
 
    I had come to this estate to help square away my sister’s belongings and wound up in this confusing situation with her husband. I wonder if she’d hate me for it. I paused at the top of the steps and listened for any sound coming from below. 
 
    The silence continued to linger. 
 
    I began to descend, wondering what on earth had happened to Demitri. I hadn’t seen him all day or night. 
 
    I looked around the lower level, wrapping my arms around myself. This place was far too big for comfort. I wasn’t sure if I was imagining things or not, but I felt like some of the effects from whatever Alaric gave me hadn’t waned off yet. 
 
    I deviated from my path to the great room and entered the kitchen for something to drink that was safe. It was impossible for me to miss that the door going to his basement was wide open. Right away I was hit with a feeling of dread and curiosity. 
 
    There was light coming from below, the same cool air I always felt too. Thoughts of getting a drink were replaced by my sudden need to go down the steps. I reached the doorway and stared into the basement. 
 
    Goosepimples erupted all across my skin. 
 
    I was torn between following this curious urge or pretending to never have seen that he’d left the door open. 
 
    Why did he do that? 
 
    There was no way it was a mistake. Alaric was far too careful about this door for that to be the case. This is what caused the feeling in the pit of my stomach, the dread. It came from knowing that’s exactly what he wanted. Something was down there I was meant to see. I swallowed audibly and eased a bit closer to the first step. 
 
    “Demitri,” I called out quietly. 
 
    I hadn’t expected any kind of response, but I’d rather have known if he were down there now than be surprised once I got to the bottom. There was a slight whirring noise, though. It reminded me of a near-silent humidifier. 
 
    I checked behind me and then proceeded forward. I would just take a peek and then get back upstairs. 
 
    Since there was a light already on, I didn’t bother flipping the main switch. At the bottom of the steps, I found myself struck by a bout of Déjà vu. 
 
    I’d been down here before and saw this exact set-up. It was in a dream…I think. Was I doing it again? I don’t know. This felt way too lucid for it not to be real. 
 
    The night I’d accused Alaric of having some secret kind of ER attached to his office. It looked just the same as it had then. The scent was even like I remembered. Licking my lips, I took slow steps into the area where one of the fluorescent lights remained on. 
 
    It was facing down, aimed at the metal operating table closest to me. On top was a black piece of fabric. I approached and carefully ran a hand over it. My brain was slow to realize what I was touching. 
 
    Uneven stitching gave it all away. 
 
    I lifted the black dress so that I could see it fully. This was definitely the same one Amber had on. So where was she? Patricia too. 
 
    There was no sign of her dress or her. I lowered the light piece of material and took a good look around the room. 
 
    It was so…practical. 
 
    There was everything I imagine an actual OR would need. Even a glove dispenser and sink to scrub down. Why the hell did Alaric have this in his house? I may not have known much about the medical field or its laws, but I was positive this kind of thing was highly illegal. 
 
    Is that why he kept it hidden somehow? 
 
    I looked behind me to where a massive bookshelf usually would have been closing this area off entirely. 
 
    But…this room wasn’t meant to exist at all according to Alaric. Flashes of memory floated through my mind. Bloodied hands and our bodies covered in sweat. How could I have these vivid imageries if none of this was real? 
 
    I’d…done things in here. What someone would deem sick and unforgivable things. 
 
    The dilemma was me not understanding if this was reality or a realistic dream. Was I as screwed up as my thoughts alluded me to be? Was it all a sick fantasy where my demons came out to play safely inside a world that wasn’t real? 
 
    If I could just remember clearly, I knew I’d have my answer. That would have a great deal of importance for how I felt because right now I was feeling like a ship lost at sea. 
 
    Looking around the room again, my eyes came to rest on a solid metal door. I think I needed to go in there, right? That’s where I’d been when I came here before. I sat the dress down and walked over to the door. 
 
    The whirring noise was coming from behind here. Something else too. 
 
    I glanced over my shoulder to make sure I was truly alone, not seeing anyone. I placed my ear against the cool metal. What was that? My brow scrunched up in concentration. It sounded like something was attempting to move a heavy object. 
 
    Or someone… 
 
    I grabbed the door handle and twisted. It didn’t budge. The door was locked this time. I jiggled the knob and got no give. There wasn’t even a keyhole so how the hell did it unlock? 
 
    I stepped back and searched the room with a wild gaze. What was the setup like in there? I wanted to slap the answers into my head. It was a freezer I think, maybe even a metal box. All I knew was that the last time I’d gone through this door I’d found a room from hell. 
 
    The black dress caught my eye again, and with it the sinking realization that if Amber or Patricia were inside this room, they weren’t among the living anymore. My feet carried me backward until I whirled around to face away from the door. 
 
    On a shiny tray beside one of the operating tables were two scalpels and something I had never seen before. I picked up a scalpel and studied the blade. Would this work? I placed the end of the tool against my index finger and applied pressure. 
 
    A stinging pain caused a knee-jerk reaction. A hiss flew from between my gritted teeth as the skin separated. The scalpel fell to the floor with a small clatter. Blood ran down my finger and over my hand, dripping onto the linoleum floor. 
 
    “One…two…three…” I counted beneath my breath, watching the blood drip. It looked like a beautiful crimson river, flowing effortlessly. Was it always this color? 
 
    It didn’t seem like it was going to stop dripping anytime soon. My flesh still stung where it was split apart. 
 
    This proved what I’d already suspected, but my brain refused to accept it. 
 
    I couldn’t allow this to be a reality. I needed to get out of here. Not just this room, but the house. 
 
    I raced back through the room and up the stairs. When I got to the kitchen I stumbled over my own two feet, catching myself before my face met with the floor. He was here. Of course, he’d be here. This was his intention after all. His eyes seemed bluer than usual. Was it because he was in the dark? 
 
    “What are you doing?” 
 
    “I…” Swallowing, I darted a glance towards the nearest doorway. Free and clear. The front door was only a few steps beyond that. I needed to take this chance. My brain commanded my body to run. 
 
    He called my name after I took off. My heart was beating so loudly. Blood ran down my wrist and left a trail on the floor. But I made it! 
 
    I undid both locks and pulled open the door. 
 
    The warm sea air swept across my face, vanishing within a split second. An arm wrapped around my waist and hauled me backward. Alaric reached above me and slammed the door with so much intensity the sound echoed throughout the house. 
 
    He released his hold just to spin me around and shove me backward, bracing his arms on either side of my head to keep me caged in. I decided right then I preferred when he kept his emotions hidden. The look on his face made my entire body want to shrink in on itself. 
 
    He brought his eyes level with mine. “You’re truly testing my patience, Catalina.” 
 
    “I just want to go home, please just let me go.” 
 
    He laughed, the sound far from joyous. It was as terrifying as the look he was giving me. “Has anyone told you how fucking stubborn you are?” 
 
    “Your vapid bitch of a mother told me, while we were discussing me taking care of you, but this is above what I imagined.” He lowered his arms and glanced down for the first time. 
 
    “You…what did you just call her?” 
 
    “What is this?” he grabbed the hand now covered in old and fresh blood. “You’re hurt.” He openly leered at me, as if my being injured physically affected him. Without another word, he clasped hold of my wrist and started walking towards the stairs. 
 
    I had no choice but to follow him or I’d be dragged. It was becoming a common thing for me to wind up back in his bedroom. 
 
    It sunk in then that he was in nothing but a pair of grey sweatpants. The hint of his sinful angel tattoo peeked at me when we turned to enter the bathroom, as did his overly defined body. 
 
    He made me sit on the ottoman again and left my side only to get first aid supplies. I held my hand over my lap so I wouldn’t stain it. When he returned, he sat everything down beside me and silently got to work. 
 
    He cleaned the blood away, adding some kind of clear liquid to clean the wound. I bit the inside of my lip to suppress the discomfort it caused. 
 
    “It’s not that deep,” he noted, gently wrapping it up. “You’re not allowed to get hurt like this. You have flawless, perfect skin.” He kissed the back of my hand and then stood up. “Stay here.” 
 
    I lightly thumbed the protective bandage he’d wrapped around my finger. If I pressed hard enough it still hurt. 
 
    I looked stared out the window above the tub, momentarily mesmerized by the half-moon. If I stood up and got closer, I would be able to see it reflecting off the ocean. 
 
    “What did you do to those girls?” 
 
    He returned, this time with a warm wet washcloth in his hand. Without answering my question, he gently wiped the blood away from my skin. 
 
    I turned my head and looked down at him. He was intently focused on what he was doing. 
 
    “Alaric.” I reached down and placed my hand over his to get his full attention. Finally, he lifted his gaze to meet mine. 
 
    “What is going on? Where are those girls?” 
 
    He stood and rolled his shoulders, the muscles in his torso flexing with the movement. 
 
    He launched the washcloth across the room where it landed in one of the double sinks. “They’ve gone elsewhere.” 
 
    What did he mean by that? 
 
    “Then why was one of their dresses in your basement? Why do you have that room down there? You told me that wasn’t real.” 
 
    He tilted his head, regarding me with his inscrutable mask back in place. “Did I tell you that?” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “I don’t recall ever saying that it wasn’t real.” 
 
    “You…” 
 
    I couldn’t find the words. Why did he purposely try and twist things around like this? Triggered by my question, the memory of when Rebecca snuck here to warn me popped into my head. 
 
    “Alaric’s going to fuck your mind twice as hard as he is your body.” 
 
    I stood up and sidled away from him, making sure we remained facing one another. 
 
    “She said you were like this.” 
 
    “Explain?” he urged, taking a minuscule step towards me. 
 
    I cut my eyes at him and moved further away. Did I want to have this conversation with him here and now? 
 
    I suppose it was the perfect opportunity. While the things I wanted to say were fresh. 
 
    “You do this.” I twirled a finger in the air between the two of us. “You find women and manipulate them until they’ve become nothing but useless broken toys.” 
 
    “Cat,” he said my name like he was amused. It was completely inappropriate for this situation. “I’m not the best at this groveling thing. Is this about dinner? I shouldn’t have drugged you. I’m sorry. Would you believe me if I said it was for your own good?” 
 
    My mouth opened and closed twice before any words came out. The fact he so nonchalantly admitted to putting something in my drink raised every red flag there was. I think I was out of warning labels that could be affixed to him. 
 
    Plain and simply put: Alaric was twice as dangerous as I initially thought. And he didn’t give a damn that I knew it. No, he wanted me to know. The man needed to be wrapped up in chains and caution tape. Slap a few bold red signs on him for added security. 
 
    “There is something seriously wrong with you.” 
 
    “Isn’t there something wrong with all of us, Cat? It’s what makes us human. Even you’re pretty little head is a fucked-up mess.” He ran his eyes up and down my body. “But I do find everything about you, including that, to be the sexiest thing I’ve ever seen.” 
 
    This wasn’t someone who felt any kind of grievance over losing their wife. He was hellbent on making his sister-in-law his exclusive possession. I could hardly be called a carbon-copy of Meg, so why? 
 
    Based on what Rebecca had said, and what was proving to be disturbingly true, I didn’t fit in any of the boxes Alaric typically checked off when pursuing someone. 
 
    “Why are you doing this to me? Is it because of this deal you made? How do I get out of it?” I planted my feet and told myself not to retreat any further. 
 
    “Our relationship is separate from the deal. I’m not faking this or my feelings for you.” 
 
    “Feelings?” I sputtered. “Don’t do that. Don’t pretend you care about me. This is exactly what someone does that doesn’t care. What do you want? I’ll give you anything if it means I can go home.” 
 
    “You don’t get to dictate how I feel or not. And you are home,” he replied firmly. 
 
    “Alaric, please.” 
 
    “I want you. I want everything you have to offer and all the things you think you can’t or don’t. Will you give me all that?” 
 
    I swallowed and rubbed the back of my neck, shifting my weight from left foot to right. 
 
    “I…I can’t. Anything but that.” 
 
    “I wondered how you would answer.” He pulled his plump lower lip between his teeth and looked up at the ceiling. “I don’t know if you’re not understanding me, or you think I’m talking out of my ass.” He shook his head and admonished me with a cool smile. 
 
    “You don’t have to give it to me. I’ll keep taking until you willingly offer everything. You’ll learn to love me more than the air you breathe.” 
 
    “He’ll make you need him and when you finally worship the ground he walks on, he’ll decide he’s done and leave you to crash and burn. No amount of begging will bring him back.” 
 
    His words and Rebecca’s warning clashed inside my mind and caused a rift in my heart. He was right in saying there was something wrong with me. It was true. I wanted his words to be real. I wanted him to show me if what we did down in the basement was more than just a scrappy figment of a dream. 
 
    I was scared too. I was scared of becoming the woman I’d be once he finished awaking the demons that had been dormant inside me. That, in itself, was a twisted dream. 
 
    “I know I’m not special. You’ve done this before. I’m not like your other girls. I--.” 
 
    “Precisely,” he interjected, marching across the bathroom to stand right in front of me. 
 
    “You aren’t anything like them. You are beautiful and worth keeping. I know what you think of me and you’re not wrong.” 
 
    He brushed a few strands of hair away from my face, leaving his hand to rest against my cheek. 
 
    “I’m not a good person. I’m selfish and have no boundaries I won’t cross or break to get what I want, but there’s a madness in my methods that will give you the best version of me and a life befitting of a queen.” 
 
    He made madness sound beautiful. 
 
    Only Alaric could say something poetic, yet also macabre. I reached up and touched the side of his face, running my fingers across his stubble and over his prominent jawline. He captured my hand and looked down at me with his eyes conveying an emotion I couldn’t decipher. 
 
    Without a word, he began to lead me back into the bedroom, walking backward the whole way there so that he could keep watching me. 
 
    There weren’t any lights on in there, the room was illuminated solely by the bathroom until he flipped those lights off too, cocooning us in near-total darkness. 
 
    We reached the bed and he let me go to undo the robe. 
 
    He placed a hand around me, slowly gliding his palm up my back to unhook my bra. The cool air hit my exposed breasts and the nipples hardened. He leaned in and kissed the side of my neck, making a trail down my body. I sucked in a breath as he kissed across my navel. Two fingers hooked inside my lacy thong and eased it off. 
 
    “Alaric,” I murmured. 
 
    “Let me,” he intoned rather politely. He kissed my apex, working his way to my pussy. 
 
    My body tensed in anticipation. I slightly jumped at the first swipe of his tongue. He purposely dragged it up slow, pushing the tip between my lips. When he reached my clit he flicked it, rolling the bundle of nerves in a circle. I groaned, placing my hands on his shoulders. 
 
    “I need to be deeper,” he mumbled to himself. 
 
    Abruptly, he grabbed my thighs and whirled me around. He tossed my body onto the bed and took hold of both ankles, spreading my legs wide before hooking them over his shoulders. With a light kiss placed just above my navel, he lurched down and buried his face between my legs. Stubble grazed my skin as he opened and closed his mouth, quite literally eating my pussy. 
 
    “Alaric,” I whimpered his name, threading my fingers through his soft, silky hair. 
 
    “There you go,” he rasped, pushing his tongue inside me. He added two digits and used them to alternate, pushing in and out, sucking on my clit. My legs were shaking to the point he had no choice but to hold them still. “You love this, don’t you? I do too. I could eat your pussy all night every night.” 
 
    I couldn’t reply to his words, my mouth only parted for moans to slip through. 
 
    I felt the familiar buildup of heat and energy, a tingling, pleasurable pressure. He stopped suddenly and eased away from me. His grey sweats hit the floor and then he joined me on the bed, his defined body just visible in the dark. 
 
    My body was maneuvered with ease. He rested his back against the headboard and spread my legs so that I was angled above him. “Put me inside you. You’re going to fuck me until you come.” 
 
    “But--.” 
 
    “No buts,” he objected. Reaching between us he placed the head of his cock against my slick lips. My clit was throbbing. I knew I would be coming in a matter of seconds. This was…what I wanted. It was messy and oh, so wrong, something we absolutely shouldn’t be doing which only made the desire to do it stronger. 
 
    I reached out and cradled his face in my hands. My lips brushed his hesitantly, tasting my pussy on them. 
 
    “Tell me I’m dreaming,” I whispered. 
 
    “Does this feel like a dream to you?” He gently nipped my lower lip and cupped the back of my head, taking control of the kiss. It was fully impassioned, amplifying the need to have him inside me. 
 
    I kissed him back with the same hunger, lowering myself down onto his cock with a satisfied moan. The delicious stretch and burn as I adjusted around him caused my walls to clench. 
 
    I rolled my hips, taking my time to ride him. 
 
    “More,” he broke our mouths apart to command. He knotted a hand in my hair and crashed his lips back against mine, gripping my hip to force his cock deeper inside me. He thrust upward every time I came down until I was fucking him faster. “Fuck, just like that, baby.” 
 
    His term of endearment broke through my breathless, pleasured haze. He released his hold on my hip and in my hair to grab hold of my ass and play with my clit. He pushed deeper inside me, squeezing the flesh of my ass to hold my body in place, rolling the swollen nub faster. 
 
    “Alaric.” I grabbed hold of his shoulders as the rush hit me suddenly. My muscles tensed, rendering me immobile as the climax pushed a wave of heat through my entire body. 
 
    I hadn’t finished coming when he dropped me onto my back, placing my legs over his forearms. He took over, fucking me so hard his balls slapped against the groove of my ass. I could feel come and arousal rapidly coating his cock and drenching my inner thighs. 
 
    “You feel so fucking good, Cat,” he soughed, leaning down to fully bottom out. 
 
    He grabbed hold of my throat, his sweaty fingers tightening to maintain their grip. I couldn’t seem to catch my breath. Another orgasm was building at an accelerated speed. 
 
    A flurry of screams and curses flew from my mouth as a deep burning sensation whisked down my spine to the tips of my toes. My back arched off the bed. I dug my nails into his shoulders and squeezed my eyes closed, trembling beneath him. 
 
    He dropped my legs and with his cock still inside me, flipped me onto my stomach. He grabbed a fistful of hair and pulled until I was arched and no longer flat on the bed. He pushed himself to the hilt, bringing his sweaty chest flush with my back so that he could whisper in my ear. 
 
    “That was two. Let’s go for seven.”

  

 
   
    CHAPTER SIX 
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    The clatter of a plate had my eyes flying open. I lifted my head from the island and shot Alaric a glare. I became even more annoyed he was showered and so put together already. I’m sure I looked exactly how I felt—thoroughly fucked and bedded. 
 
    “Don’t look at me like that. It’s time for breakfast.” 
 
    “It would be better if it was time for sleeping.” 
 
    “You can take a nap when you’re done. I have to work and run some errands, so you’ll be home alone.” 
 
    “Hom--?” I restructured my sentence at his impeding glare. “I think I can handle being by myself.” 
 
    “Your mouth has yet to be filled with my dick, Cat. Keep getting smart and you’ll be swallowing a different kind of breakfast.” 
 
    I didn’t want to go near his dick for a solid twenty-four hours. My entire body was singing praises and curses for what he put it through until nearly six in the morning. I looked at the steaming eggs and mounds of French toast with a scowl. How did he get them so fluffy? 
 
    “Where’s Demitri?” I asked, suddenly remember the man of few words. I couldn’t recall the last time I saw him. 
 
    “He’s here and there. He’ll pop in randomly, so before you get any hair-brained ideas, consider that.” 
 
    I rolled my eyes and scooped some eggs up with my fork, shuffling them into my mouth. They were nice and hot, not too runny or overcooked. If this were drugged, then I would deal with it then. I needed food. 
 
    My stomach was in painful knots the entire time he’d been cooking. I reached for the syrup and drizzled some all over the food, mixing everything together afterward. 
 
    Another dish, a smaller one loaded with turkey bacon was placed beside my larger plate followed by a glass of OJ and a tiny white pill. I swallowed a combination of syrupy egg and French toast, pointing at the pill with my fork. “What’s that?” 
 
    Alaric frowned at the mess on my plate. “It’s medicine.” 
 
    “What kind of medicine?” 
 
    “For your body.” 
 
    “But I thought I didn’t need any prescriptions?” I couldn’t keep the mocking bitterness from my tone. 
 
    “This is different. It’s going to help you in the future. Our future I should say.” 
 
    I studied the pill, rolling it with a finger. 
 
    There wasn’t anything sinister about its appearance, but I couldn’t simply take something he gave me. I didn’t see the point in questioning the legality of this. It was Alaric, after all. 
 
    “It isn’t a drug. It’s not going to hurt you or make you forget. Take the pill,” he commanded softly. 
 
    I didn’t want to. 
 
    But there was a chance my refusal could cause him to switch to the cold and domineering man, I knew he kept hidden behind that charming demeanor. Then this pill would probably be forced down my throat. 
 
    “Is the food and orange juice even safe?” 
 
    “Of course,” he answered flippantly. 
 
    I released a silent sigh and took a sip of OJ, dropping the pill into the sweet liquid before I swallowed. 
 
    “Good girl.” Now satisfied, he turned away and began cleaning up the dishes he used to cook. 
 
    “You’re not eating?” 
 
    “No time. I’m on a strict schedule today.” 
 
    “Oh…then leave those. I’ll wash them.” 
 
    He turned back around with a broad grin on his face. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “That. What you just did. See how simple it will be for us to be domesticated?” 
 
    The hand guiding a piece of bacon to my mouth froze midair. Domesticated? I just had to ask him if my drink was safe. We were tiptoeing around his bunker of skeletons and dark secrets. 
 
    I glanced towards the basement door. He’d locked it down again, only proving last night was intentional. I knew something happened to those two girls, and that he was responsible for it. But I didn’t know the why. 
 
    “Don’t ruin it.” He stepped away from the sink and came around the island to stand beside me. “We can talk later. Here, want you to have this with you.” 
 
    He reached into the pocket of his dress pants and removed my cellphone. 
 
    I eyed the device as if it were a bomb. 
 
    “It’s going to be a long day. I want to be able to get hold of you,” he explained. “Take it.” 
 
    I reached for the phone and his body swiveled, making it just out of reach. 
 
    “What are you doing?” 
 
    “Tell me what you aren’t going to do while I’m gone.” 
 
    “…call the cops?” 
 
    He tempered a smile and shook his head. “That’s a good answer. Not quite the one I’m looking for.” 
 
    “Runaway?” 
 
    This time he fully beamed at me. I hated his smile directly affected the tempo of my heart. 
 
    “You’re learning.” 
 
    A buzzing sound and a classic by Chopin began to resonate from his other pocket. 
 
    He pulled the phone out and glanced at the screen. “I need to take this.” 
 
    I waved him off. “I’m going to take a shower.” 
 
    “I won’t be here that long.” He took hold of my jaw, turning my head to receive a chaste kiss. “Try to have a good day and do whatever you’d like. This is your house too.” 
 
    I nodded, unsure how to feel about his full-blown displays of tenderness. He answered the call and walked out of the kitchen, going to continue his conversation in privacy. 
 
    I waited for a few minutes longer and then hopped off the stool. 
 
    I dumped the remainder of my soggy food into the garbage disposal and then rinsed my plate before hurrying up the stairs. I couldn’t call the cops and I couldn’t try to escape. That didn’t interfere with me finding out what happened to Chloe. 
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    I felt like this was the first time I’d worn actual clothes in days. It was only a pair of terry cloth shorts and a tank-top, but that beat walking around in a robe. 
 
    The wardrobe Alaric had accumulated for me didn’t have a lot of things I would normally wear. If I were a rich socialite that wanted to dine at restaurants that charged top dollar for mediocre chicken fingers—maybe I would feel differently. 
 
    It was going on four in the afternoon, or early evening depending on the preference. I had taken a nap and taken the time to put my hair in two fish-tail braids. It was nearing two when I realized I was waiting around for Alaric to come home like a puppy that had been left in its cage too long. 
 
    He hadn’t called or text once. I felt both annoyed and indifferent about this. I’m sure he was an extremely busy man. With my being here he’d had to tweak his days around mine. Or he did. I guess now that I was staying… 
 
    Wait? What the hell was I thinking right now? I was getting ahead of myself. I walked the expanse of the hall down to where Meg’s room was. There was a small list of things to do inside my head and it had to be done before Alaric got back or Demitri popped up. I stopped right outside her door. 
 
    It still felt like I shouldn’t be going in here, but there was something I needed to check. 
 
    Twisting the knob, I peeked my head into the room and confirmed what I had already suspected. All her things were gone. Alaric had somehow discarded all the boxes and clothing I was here under the guise to sort through. It left Meg’s room more barren than before. It was the final nail in her coffin, so to speak. Alaric had removed every single trace of my sister from this house. 
 
    Feeling like an intruder peering into a stranger’s empty closet, I closed the door and took a step back. I turned and placed my back against the wall slowly sliding down it as I pulled up the search engine on my phone. 
 
    I typed in the name of the salon Chloe worked at and dialed the number listed. 
 
    “Mane and Nails, this is Krista.” 
 
    “Hi, is Chloe in today?” 
 
    “Uh, just a second.” 
 
    She put me on hold with a Bruno Mars song. Not a full three seconds later she clicked back on. 
 
    “Hi, are you there?” 
 
    “I’m here.” 
 
    “Yeah, we don’t have any stylists that go by that name.” 
 
    I shook my head as if the woman could see me. “No, that can’t be right. Chloe’s worked there for almost three years. She has red hair, a little curv--.” 
 
    “I’m sorry, but we don’t have anyone like that here. Maybe she’s at a different salon? If you don’t have any luck and give us a callback, I can get you scheduled with--.” 
 
    I lowered the phone and ended the call. There wasn’t any other salon. Chloe didn’t work at a chain establishment. I contemplated calling my mom again, but she was the last person I wanted to deal with. 
 
    If not for her I most likely wouldn’t be in this position. I tapped the phone against my lips wondering what to do next. Having a light bulb moment, I typed in my home's address and clicked into the realtor information listed for it on one of those rent and buys sites. I read the list, the name at the very top had me closing my eyes for a minute. 
 
    The house was sold nearly three years ago today to an unknown source. I had a feeling I knew who the person was that bought it. I’d had the same landlord all this time and she never once mentioned she was selling her property. It belonged to her late husband. She wasn’t ever going to sell it. 
 
    I could chalk this up to the belief that money talks, but it wasn’t cash we were dealing with, it was Alaric. 
 
    I dropped my head back and shut my eyes. What the hell was going on? Where was Chloe? 
 
    How long had this master plan been in effect? I truly felt like my life was being controlled by everyone but me. I never asked the world for any favors, so why was it treating me as if I’d gotten something and was now paying my dues? 
 
    Could it be Alaric? 
 
    Hell, my mother? I hadn’t heard from her since I ended our call prematurely. Not a text or anything was highly unlike her. She’d gone from calling me every hour or two to washing her hands of me. I wouldn’t say this didn’t hurt, but she’d done it before. 
 
    She dumped me off on my grandma’s doorstep and went to live her life. I was only grateful to her because I adored my grandmother. She was what my mom should have been. Then she randomly showed up and took me back. You can assume I didn’t have the most stable upbringing after that happened. 
 
    A beep echoed through the house, and I jumped. Suddenly alert, I sat forward and strained to hear. What was that? The downstairs door clicked shut and a feminine curse reached my ears. 
 
    I knew this voice. 
 
    Rising to my feet, I strode towards the top of the stairs and peek over the solid banister. All at once, my cellphone began to ring and Rebecca’s icy eyes collided with mine. I didn’t need to see the screen to know who was randomly calling me. 
 
    “Don’t answer that!” she shouted, the desperation in her tone set me on edge. 
 
    “What is going on?” 
 
    She laughed bitterly. “You have no idea and for that I envy you. I really do. You’re so fucking lucky to be--.” She stopped herself and took a deep breath, smoothing a hand through her pristinely styled blonde hair. 
 
    This woman was clearly frazzled. 
 
    All signs pointed to Alaric being the cause. He wasn’t here and she was. It made this spectacle even odder. 
 
    “He’s going to be pissed at you too now. If you want out, you need to come with me. Neither of us can be here when he gets back.” 
 
    “Out…?” 
 
    “Go home, Catalina.” 
 
    “I am…” I trailed off, almost telling her I was home. Ironic how that worked out. I’d gone through a lot of unnecessary struggles to leave this place, failing every time. Now that the golden opportunity was presented right before me, I was hesitating. 
 
    It wasn’t that I had a sudden change of mine. It was my not wanting to leave Alaric.  
 
    He was a wicked man who never did anything to redeem his actions, but those same traits were what made me fall for him. Not his money or his status. 
 
    His cock was a bonus. He was a beautiful man, undeniably, but it was that unapologetic madness of his that I found most enamoring. 
 
    The problem was the secrets he kept and that my grip on reality could slip at any moment with him. There was still the major question of how much of my time here was real and how much of it was a dream? 
 
    I had yet to accept that there was something inside me that got off on the gruesome scenes on a reel inside my head. Yet, I wasn’t devastated by Alaric making two women disappear in his basement. 
 
    I was admittedly fickle and not in the best headspace to make decisions that were morally and sensibly correct. But Rebecca was not an ally or a friend. 
 
    I hadn’t forgotten the dinner comments or all the open hostility she always gave me. She could take me from this house and easily dump me off somewhere. 
 
    I watched a lot of daytime soap operas. I knew women could get a bit looney over good dick and high-value men. Alaric was that and much more. 
 
    I had the obsession she wanted. I wasn’t going to give it up to satisfy her. Besides, it’s better the devil you know. Isn’t that how the saying goes? This was different when Alaric was the one stopping me. I trusted him far more than I did this ice queen.  
 
    “What are you waiting for? We have to go!” 
 
    The front door swung open again before I could reply and tell her she was wasting her time. Demitri walked in wearing his professional attire with an added accessory clenched in his hand. 
 
    Rebecca whirled around in her six-inch heels and placed her hands on her hips. “You stay the fuck away from me!” she snarled. 
 
    He looked up and saw me standing here and gave a nod of acknowledgment along with what I dared say was a trace of a smile. 
 
    “Afternoon, Miss Haven.” 
 
    I gave an awkward wave, flinching when Rebecca started to screech. The taser in his hand buzzed continuously as he held it to the side of her neck. When she collapsed into an unconscious heap, I noticed a puddle of liquid spreading across the hardwood floor. 
 
    She’d pissed herself. 
 
    Demitri was unfazed by me watching him. He slid the tranquilizer into his shirt pocket and bent down to grab hold of her legs. I watched him drag her back out of the house. Her perfectly styled hair swept right through the urine and a Jimmy Choo heel was left abandoned in the foyer. 
 
    I remained exactly where I was, bewildered by what I just witnessed. My phone began to trill for the second time. I took a step away from the banister and answered. 
 
    “When I call, you answer. I don’t care if you’re in the middle of dying.” 
 
    “If I’m doing that it would probably be because of you…” 
 
    “You love trying to piss me off.” 
 
    I crossed one arm over my chest, pacing back and forth. “Are you not going to explain what just happened to me? Or we’re pretending that didn’t occur too? Just gonna sweep it into your deep dungeon of mystery you won’t let me enter and claim it was all in my head.” 
 
    “Some of it is all in your head, Cat. That’s what I’m working on.” 
 
    My brow dipped in confusion. The last part of that sounded like it wasn’t meant for me to hear. “Huh?” 
 
    “Nothing. Anyways, you don’t sound upset about it.” 
 
    “Which part? The not entering your dungeon. You messing with my head. Or you making one of your close friends piss herself. Why would I be upset? She’s not my problem. I wasn’t the one sleeping with her.” 
 
    “First of all…” he pulled the phone from his ear to give a command to someone else. I caught the word Vitals. “I’m not fucking her. Haven’t in a long time and won’t ever again. I have a gorgeous woman that gets my dick hard just by breathing. I don’t need anything else. You’re it for me. I’ll have a ring for you soon.” 
 
    His confession made my steps falter. He sounded serious. I shook my head and resumed pacing. I couldn’t go there right now. 
 
    “Since you won’t answer anything else I just asked. I know you bought my house. And Chloe. You’re responsible for her silence too, right?” 
 
    “Someone’s calling for me. I have to go. I’m picking you up at seven. Be outside waiting for me.” 
 
    “Alaric!” 
 
    He disconnected the call. I stared at the screen taking this as his confirmation he had a hand in why Chloe cut all contact with me. I rubbed my brow and looked out the window towards the ocean. 
 
    What was this man planning? 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER SEVEN 
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    Curiosity was a good thing. 
 
    Until it wasn’t. 
 
    Catalina was like an ornery kitten. No pun intended. She couldn’t simply sit aside and allow me to complete this last part of the deal without hindrance. 
 
    When this was all out of the way we would be free to truly begin creating a life together. There was so much to learn about one another and even more for her to slowly be revealed. 
 
    I could not dump all the truth on her at once. I said I wanted to give her a small push over the edge, not throw her off like I was pitching for an MLB team. She needed to retain who she was at her core, simply allowing the more debased parts to wake up with my continued help. 
 
    With Rebecca fucking up monumentally for herself, it was best to move things a bit quicker than I initially intended. Things were becoming rather tedious and annoying. 
 
    I sent out three texts. 
 
    One to Johnathon Peen. 
 
    The second to my brother. 
 
    And a third to Catalina’s cunt of a mother. 
 
    Things would have to play out accordingly from here. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER EIGHT 
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    I purposely waited until fifteen after before walking out the door. The warm air felt good on my skin. I’d put on a chevron sundress with some basic black sandals and redid my braids. 
 
    There was no sign of Rebecca, her piss puddle and heel, or her car. Demitri must have dealt with it per Alaric’s instruction. I didn’t feel any sympathy for her. Had she just left me alone she wouldn’t have embarrassed herself like that. 
 
    The two men were standing near the open trunk of an Audi. When I was spotted, Alaric slammed it shut and said some parting words to his loyal friend before circling to greet me. 
 
    He wrapped his arms around my waist and placed a kiss on my lips. “You look cute.” 
 
    “Cute? What am I, twelve?” 
 
    He smirked. “Considering you just childishly made me wait fifteen minutes for you to come out here, the age matches the behavior.” 
 
    “I didn’t.” 
 
    He lightly slapped my ass and released me. “I know everything you do, Cat. Come on, get in.” 
 
    He led me to the opposite side of his sleek car and opened the passenger door for me like a gentleman. I got in and buckled my seatbelt, settling against the cool leather seats. He got in the driver’s seat and made a quick U-turn in his driveway. 
 
    “Why aren’t you driving that one?” I pointed to the luxury car I’d seen the first day I got here. 
 
    “Bianca is only driven for special occasions. Like the first time I take you out.” 
 
    “You’ve got it all figured out, huh?” 
 
    “Yes,” he answered matter-of-factly. “You’re going to live a good life. No more hiding away from the world. I want you to experience everything.” 
 
    There was a silent with me in there. 
 
    “I don’t like airplanes or people.” 
 
    “You don’t need to like anyone but me. I only need you to tolerate my brother, respect my mother and father, and be kind to the few friends I do have.” 
 
    Woah. My head spun in his direction. “Alaric, I think you’re getting a little--.” 
 
    “As for the plane, we can fly by private jet.” 
 
    My disbelief turned into a scowl. “That’s not being resourceful with your money.” 
 
    “I’m going to fuck my fiancé all over the world. What better investment is there?” 
 
    This man was truly something else. 
 
    “Do you need a rundown of everything that’s happened so far? You were drugging me. I can’t remember half the things I did in that state or how much of what was done really happened or not. I’m not going to magically forgive you or get over it.” 
 
    He nodded, tapping his fingers on the steering wheel. “I didn’t say you should do any of that nor did I disregard your feelings.” He slowed and took the car around a tight curve. “I can be a terrible fucking person. That’s a matter of opinion. At the end of the day, I’m all you’ve got. I’m yours and you’re mine. We might as well make the best of life together.” 
 
    Holy hell. I knew he didn’t see anything wrong with how this relationship transpired or all the things that were unspoken between us. 
 
    It was a whole different matter to have that validated. There was no point in arguing with him over this. It wouldn’t get me anywhere. 
 
    “Where are we going?” 
 
    “To get you some closure.” 
 
    That was the last thing he said before he reached out and tapped on the car’s center screen to put on some music. 
 
    I stared out the window and watched the changing scenery. 
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    He pulled into a lower parking deck and maneuvered his car into a spot that had been reserved just for him. 
 
    “Why did you bring me here?” 
 
    “Closure,” he repeated and got out. 
 
    I unclipped my seatbelt and did the same. There weren’t many cars parked here. All the ones I did were worth a pretty penny. Alaric waited for me to reach him and then took my hand. 
 
    “Wasn’t there something in your trunk?” 
 
    “…There was,” he answered slowly. 
 
    We walked to an elevator which he accessed with a special key card that had his Dream Garden logo imprinted. The lift took us down to a level four. Exiting the elevator, he firmed his grip on my hand and led me deeper into the building. 
 
    “This is where you work?” 
 
    “My pride and joy.” 
 
    “This is a clinic? It’s the size of a small hospital but doesn’t look like a hospital.” 
 
    “That’s what we were aiming for.” He glanced over at me and winked. 
 
    I looked all around in stupefied awe. My house wasn’t even this luxurious. 
 
    The floors were shiny and sleek. Beautiful dark photography decorated the walls. A melodic tune played from the loudspeakers overhead. 
 
    We reached a check-in area where an elderly woman with dyed hair had to grant us access to pass. She had a Root Beer in one hand and a copy of the Sheik’s kidnapped Bride cradled in her other. She noticed we were standing there and quickly lowered her book to buzz us through. 
 
    “Lisa, Catalina. Catalina, Lisa,” Alaric introduced off-handedly as we passed. 
 
    “Nice to meet you,” she called after me. 
 
    “Why’d you drag me away so quick?” 
 
    “Because that woman will talk to you for a good forty-five minutes about trivial bullshit and I’ve already been stuck with her twice today.” 
 
    “Oh.” I glanced back and took note of how reinforced the area was that we just came through. “Um, what is this place? I mean, the level we’re on specifically?” 
 
    “You’ll see in less than ten seconds.” 
 
    We kept going, breezing by door after door with square block windows. Something in a room on the left caught my eye but Alaric gave me no time to stop and look inside. He slowed two doors over from that one, at room numbered eight-zero-six. 
 
    “Look.” He let go of my hand and motioned for me to come forward. 
 
    “Am I allowed to just look in these rooms?” 
 
    “The owner of the clinic personally brought you here. What do you think?” 
 
    “I think of HIPPA.” 
 
    He ignored me and took hold of my shoulders to physically place me in front of the door. 
 
    I stared through the window not sure if what I was seeing was real. A noose hung from the ceiling just above a step stool. Rebecca was inside too, stripped naked and her hair a wild mess. 
 
    She was walking the room with her hands reaching out like a zombie. This was a stark contrast to the confident and proud woman I sat with at the dinner table. 
 
    “We can see her, but she can’t see us. The window was designed that way. For her, it's pitch black. The temperature will go from hot and freezing to mild. There’s music playing too, we just can’t hear it. Rooms soundproofed.” 
 
    “Are all these rooms like this?” 
 
    He laughed lightly. “Of course, not. Only this one. There are legitimate incurables here getting high-quality treatment. That’s why it’s designed so comfortably.” 
 
    Moving on from him calling these poor people incurables, Rebecca was not one of them. She wasn’t sick. 
 
    “W-why is she in there?” 
 
    “Because I’m going to help her free herself of this burdensome life.” 
 
    My entire body went rigid. He said that so nonchalantly as if announcing he was going to go swimming tomorrow. 
 
    “Hey, relax,” he soothed, placing his hands on my hips. “I would never do this to you.” 
 
    I wasn’t sure I believed those words. He’d known this woman much longer than he had me. 
 
    “I thought she was your friend.” 
 
    “She was someone that took advantage of the chances I gave and tried to sabotage the life I’m creating.” 
 
    “No one is allowed to take you away. Do you how long I waited for you to show up?” 
 
    I didn’t. I had only pieced together that my arrival on his doorstep had little to do with my sister. He pieced together a strategic plan to take complete possession of me and control over my life, and then he executed it. 
 
    I fully believed it was my mother who helped him. He said he purchased me. It would’ve been from her. For a man who killed his dinner guests, the purchase of a person would be rather trivial in terms of right and wrong. 
 
    “How is this giving me closure?” 
 
    He kissed the side of my neck and nuzzled my cheek, speaking softly in my ear. 
 
    “I wanted you to see where your sister killed herself. It was a bit different than this. I think the bullet hole is still in the padded wall.” 
 
    I didn’t dare turn around. 
 
    I couldn’t if I wanted. 
 
    He’d told me to relax, but my body was going through a million different phases. My heart was about to fly out of my chest. 
 
    “Meg said she was sick…” 
 
    “She was sick. How do you think she wound up here?” 
 
    I swallowed around a thick lump in my throat. I think I got the gist of what he was saying. Meg was mentally ill. I didn’t know if it was because of her being hitched to Alaric and him playing his game with her, or it was due to her truly being unwell. The outcome was beyond screwed up no matter which way I looked at it. 
 
    “How will you do it?” 
 
    I was morbidly curious about this. 
 
    “I have an intercom and the room's surveillance system linked to some devices I keep handy.” 
 
    “So, when you’re bored you just whip them out like a Switch and get to playing? This is so…” 
 
    Hold it together, Catalina. Don’t freak out now. 
 
    He turned me around so that I was facing him, pressing my body against the door with his. “They all deserved this, Cat. You didn’t know them like I did.” 
 
    “I…I know,” I stuttered, taken aback by the coldness in his eyes. “Good.” 
 
    His flip switched and he smiled softly, pressing my mouth with a firm kiss. I wasn’t going to deny him. Not after seeing all of this. 
 
    I wrapped my arms around his neck and kissed him back, pressing my pussy into his cock. He pulled away with an inquisitive look on his face. His eyes went to just above my head and he seemed to be looking at something. 
 
    “Let’s get you home. We’re not done talking yet.” 
 
    Nodding, I took hold of his arm and started walking back down the hallway. I glanced behind me in time to see Rebecca staring right at us through the glass block window. The look in her eyes was something I’d never forget. 
 
  

 
   
    CHAPTER NINE 
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    I didn’t know anymore. 
 
    There was simmering chaos bubbling in my mind. I felt like I was having an out-of-body experience, not unlike the ones I had after consuming a cocktail. 
 
    But I hadn’t drunk anything. 
 
    Vanilla scented bubbles swirled around in the tub as the water got higher. I stared at them blankly until a pair of strong hands gently began to remove my sundress. 
 
    He hadn’t said too much and neither had I. What did you say to someone after a trip like that? If I saw that ward in twenty years, it would be too soon. I lifted my legs and kicked my underwear off once they slid down. 
 
    “Get in,” Alaric urged gently. 
 
    I walked the few steps to the tub and climbed in, gingerly taking a seat near one of the jets. I pulled my legs to my chest and sank back to brace myself. Bubbles accumulated around me and did a good job of covering most of my nudity. 
 
    The warm water was like a balm to a war-ravaged soul. I could slip under right now and allow it to cleanse everything away, but then I would have gone through this for nothing. 
 
    “Catalina.” 
 
    “Hm?” I looked at him and noticed he was holding two glasses in his hands. 
 
    One red wine and another of water. There was a look in his eyes that had me giving him my undivided attention. 
 
    “This is your usual beverage of choice. This is mine.” He lifted the water and then the wine. “We can be done with this tonight. I’ll get rid of all the vials first thing tomorrow. First, though, you have to give me what I want.” 
 
    We were back to this again. I dared to ask. “What happens if I don’t?” 
 
    “Then you’re going to drink every drop of water in this glass each night until you’re so confused about your existence that you become what I want you to be anyways, with some slight side-effects.” 
 
    “…I…” 
 
    “We can do this the easy way.” 
 
    “And what is that?” 
 
    “Promise all the things I asked you to and allow me to help you be yourself for once.” 
 
    “I don’t understand.” 
 
    “Let me fully wake up that beautiful, demented woman you’ve suppressed. The person you become when you’re toeing the line of reality is extraordinary, but you’re also the beautiful woman I’m talking to right now.” 
 
    Did that mean my dreams weren’t dreams? Did I have a split personality or something? I didn’t think that was the case. Perhaps it was something like it and he wanted to bring the two halves he was speaking of together. Alaric did a wonderful job of confusing the shit out of me while making perfect sense only to himself. 
 
    “I just want to live a life of peace and quiet. I don’t want to wake up every day wondering if I’ve lost my mind or if the man, I love has slipped something in my drink.” 
 
    “The man you love?” He beamed at me. 
 
    I sank deeper into the water. “It was a figure of speech.” 
 
    “Doesn’t matter.” He went to the sink and dumped the water out, leaving the glass behind on the vanity. The wine was placed on the thick ledge of the jacuzzi tub. He flited over to his bathroom cabinets and retrieved a small brown bottle. That was placed beside the wine. 
 
    He removed his clothes, standing stark naked right in front of me. My attention went right to his muscled body, sweeping down every defined outline to the that even semi-hard, was impressive. 
 
    “Let me know when you’re done,” he intoned jokingly. 
 
    “You shouldn’t put it in my face like that then.” 
 
    “Catalina, if my dick was in your face, it would be between those pretty pink lips.” He walked over to the tub and climbed in with me. He placed his body beside mine and easily pulled me over to rest between his long legs, nearly on his lap. 
 
    I rested my back against his chest, slightly angling my head so he had somewhere to rest his chin. 
 
    “I’m scared,” I admittedly quietly. 
 
    “I know.” He kissed my cheek and slid one hand slightly lower. “You don’t ever have to be afraid. As long as you love me and stay by my side things won’t be much different than this. I promised you.” 
 
    Had he? He’d presented me with two choices and only one was viable even if it didn’t make a lot of sense to me right then, but this was the best route for self-preservation. “You know what I’m going to choose. It’s going to be you.” 
 
    A deep breath expelled from him, like a weight just lifted, and dropped another kiss onto my shoulder. “Get on your knees, Cat.” 
 
    He let me go so that I could follow his command. 
 
    I inched forward and did as he asked, causing my breasts to be all the way exposed and a little cold. 
 
    “Bend over the side of the tub.” 
 
    “Um…” I trailed off and scooted over to the edge nearest me. I repositioned so that I was sitting on my knees and placed my elbows on the rim of the tub. “Like this?” 
 
    “Perfect.” He palmed my ass, methodically kneading the flesh. “I’m going to fuck you just like this.” His hands moved up my sides, skimming back down again to play with me. 
 
    He reached for something I couldn’t see. There was the sound of a bottle opening, and then a cool liquid was being squirted between my two globes. Alaric ran his fingers through some of it, teasing the excess into my ass. I sucked in a breath as he added a finger, and then another. He teased the rim, gently stretching me. 
 
    “How’s that feel?” His fingers thrust in, slowly coming back out. 
 
    “Diff…rent,” I replied with a moan as he repeated the motion. 
 
    He rose up and positioned himself behind me, adding more lubricant to my entrance and slathering it on his cock. The bubbled bathwater sloshed with a mini-wave as he lined himself up with me. I closed my eyes and swallowed, grasping the side of the tub. 
 
    “Just breathe,” he coaxed, easing in inch by inch. 
 
    I was already focused on that. If I tensed up it would hurt more. There was almost like a resistance pushing back at him. It wasn’t necessarily a bad pain, more of intense pressure and strong pinching sensation. He eased out and then thrust one last time, shoving his cock fully in my ass. I closed my eyes, unable to repress a shocked cry. 
 
    He grabbed the back of my neck, bracing himself with his other hand on the side of the tub I clung to as he fucked me earnestly. Water sloshed in every direction, some of it onto the bathroom floor. 
 
    As he continued pounding into my ass the initial feeling faded and a surprisingly nice one took its place. So nice I began asking him to go harder to make it stronger. 
 
    “How does this feel?” 
 
    “Good,” I moaned. My thighs clenched together, a pleasure unlike any I’d ever had before began to build up. This pressure was deep. 
 
    “More,” I plead, desperate for whatever this feeling was to take full effect. 
 
    “You’re always so greedy for this dick,” he laughed, tightening the grip he had on the back of my neck. “You feel so good, Cat.” 
 
    His moan sent a pulse right to my pussy. I dug my fingers into the stone rim of the lip of the tub. 
 
    Water was everywhere now, the sound of it reminded me of a high-powered washing machine. 
 
    The pleasurable pressure I was feeling continued to build, the incessant moans I was releasing were getting louder and louder with it. Alaric brought his body closer, shoving his cock deeper into my ass, more than I thought it could go. His abdominal muscles were pressing against my back. 
 
    The hand he had braced himself with snaked down and began assaulting my pussy, going from the clit to penetration. 
 
    It was too much. 
 
    Something unintelligible was said before the most intense orgasm I’d ever had spiraled through me. The pleasure was so intense that it segued into contraction-like waves. It lasted longer than the ones I had when Alaric fucked me regularly. This was a primal feeling. 
 
    As he rolled my clit and kept fucking me, I was immediately thrown into another small orbit of body tensing pleasure. I shut my eyes and whimpered. Come sprayed from my pussy and dripped down my legs, coating Alaric’s fingers. 
 
    “Fuck, Catalina,” he growled, bottoming out inside me as his climax was reached. I could feel his come being pumped into me with each twitch of his cock. 
 
    He stilled for a minute or two, placing another kiss on the back of my head before gently pulling out. I winced, feeling the immediate effects of what we just did. It took me another few seconds to move from the way I was bent over the tub. 
 
    Alaric took hold of my face once I was facing him again. He brushed kisses across my brow and down to my lips, teasing me with his tongue. I leaned into him, breathing heavily as I kissed him back. 
 
    “Are you alright?” He asked after we broke apart to catch our breath. He searched my eyes with more of his touching softness reflected in his. It was terrifying, but also completely tantalizing how sinister, but also attentive he was. 
 
    I nodded, not able to string together a coherent sentence. He grinned and gave me another kiss, this one chaste and fleeting. “Good. Let’s wash up and go to bed. I’m not done with you yet.” 
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    I listened to the waves rolling in. 
 
    The sound of them mixed with the soft breathing from the man holding me were oddly comforting to me right now. 
 
    “Are you still awake?” 
 
    I smiled at his sleepy tone. 
 
    “I’ve been off and on.” 
 
    He tightened his hold on me and kissed my shoulder blade. I snuggled deeper beneath the duvet, bringing myself closer to his warm, naked body. I liked this. I liked being held by him and no longer sleeping alone. 
 
    “Content?” he teased as if reading my mind. 
 
    “Yeah…I like doing this.” 
 
    “You should. You’ll be doing it every night unless I’m called in. Even then, I promise to hold you for at least some of the night or early morning.” 
 
    I sighed, tracing an invisible pattern into the wrist wrapped around me. That sounded nice, but was it realistic? This whole situation, our entire relationship was toxic and unorthodox. 
 
    It worked right now because I was clearly not one hundred percent right in the head and neither was, he. 
 
    Would it work later down the line? 
 
    How about when more of the truth came out? 
 
    “Cat,” Alaric groaned. “I can hear your thoughts filling the room.” He removed his arms from around me and hoisted himself up, rolling me onto my back. “What is it?” 
 
    “It’s freakishly scary how well you know me.” 
 
    “I’m supposed to know you. I’m going to marry you one day.” 
 
    I raised my brows and laughed “Are you?” 
 
    “I wouldn’t joke about that. I want you to be tied to me in every way possible.” 
 
    “That sounds a lot different than--.” 
 
    “I love you?” he smiled at me. “I thought I was going to prove that to you.” 
 
    “Why say the words when I can you show you better? If you need them, I can do that too. Will you?” 
 
    My smile fizzled away. “I…I don’t know what that feels like. I’ve never had an experience beyond you I can compare it to. Not one that would count.” 
 
    His smile grew wider. The nightlight illuminated his adorable face and cute little dimple. He looked playful and carefree. 
 
    It was an effective hit to my heart. 
 
    “I love that in itself. That means it's up to me to make sure you never know what heartbreak is. I’ll be your firsts of many, but never of that.” 
 
    I smothered a laugh and ended up releasing a snort. 
 
    “Was that funny?” He searched my face through narrowed eyes. 
 
    “No. That was sweet. I just didn’t know you could be so cheesy. Keep going.” 
 
    “Cheesy?” he questioned with mock disbelief. “How about this then?” he nudged my legs apart and settled between them, his playful expression replaced with something darker and intensive. 
 
  

 
   
    CHAPTER TEN 
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    Sometimes I felt like I was living in a world of make-believe. In this bubble-like realm that would vanish as soon as it popped. Three weeks had gone by and that hadn’t been the case. Alaric was…himself. He was perceptive and equally as attentive. To the point, if I so much as breathed in frustration or sadness and he heard it he was right there trying to make the issue better or go away altogether. 
 
    Some things he couldn’t help with. 
 
    Like Chloe…or my mom who might as well have abandoned me for the second time in my life. We still hadn’t openly discussed the dream-like sequences. I hadn’t had anymore since he’d kept his word like I was keeping mine. At least, none that I could remember. 
 
    I was growing used to this. 
 
    Alaric didn’t discuss anything until he wanted to or felt I was ready to handle the discussion. This relationship thing was complex, more so for people like us. I had no idea what I was doing and was happy to let him lead. 
 
    We had amazing days I never wanted to forget, and then days I did my best to give a wide berth because someone had pissed him off. It usually ended up being futile. Alaric kept me close to him unless he was working or down in the basement doing who knows what, regardless of his mood. 
 
    I at the very least could say he never took his anger out on me until he was fucking me that night. Or that morning. In the afternoon. He worked a lot, but he never missed an opportunity to fill me with his cock and come. 
 
    This big house was always instantaneously different when he was gone. I was contemplating asking for a dog. I’d always wanted one. Demitri was coming around me more and more, but I only had it in me to play so many rounds of cards. He could be just as terrifying as Alaric in his own way. 
 
    It made me feel safer knowing he was always lurking somewhere on the property grounds. Alaric said he lived here in a guest house. Where that was, I hadn’t figured out yet. 
 
    I flipped our bedroom light off on my way out of the room. 
 
    I’d caught on quickly that he did not like anything being left on or out of place. He hadn’t even needed to say it. It was something you could sense. 
 
    Voices carried from below. It was a man that sounded much older than Alaric. If this were another surprise meeting with his dad, I would kill him later. One dinner with that man and you knew where Alaric and Niklaus got all of their looks and personality. Their sweet mom did nothing but carry these babies for nine months, just to get carbon copies of her husband. 
 
    Not to say I disliked him. 
 
    He was oddly kind and insistent on referring to me as his daughter. No one in Alaric’s life gave any indication he had been married to someone else not too long ago. I know he said it wasn’t that kind of situation, but it was still strange. Had Meg been that unlikeable or insignificant? 
 
    As I reached the bottom of the stairs, I realized whoever was speaking wasn’t his dad. 
 
    “One moment,” Alaric told them. He appeared in the doorway a second later. “Good morning,” he greeted me with a smile and kiss to the top of my head, enveloping me in a hug. 
 
    This too, was something he did every single time he saw me if he was still here when I woke up. I’d thought he would grow tired of it doing so at day three. He hadn’t. 
 
    “Do you like them?” 
 
    I looked towards the round table in his foyer. A large vase full of deep-colored roses sat in the center of it. The flowers. Another one of his persistent habits. Every other week they were swapped out for something different he personally chose. I’d made a passing comment about never having gotten them once and this was the result. 
 
    “I always like them. Thank you.” 
 
    He grabbed my chin and tilted my head back so that I was looking up. I lifted slightly on my tiptoes to meet his mouth as it came down. 
 
    “Someone is joining us before breakfast, come meet them.” 
 
    “Okay…” 
 
    A few things rang oddly about this straight away. Alaric always made enough breakfast for anyone who may have shown up before we sat down to eat. Another was that we weren’t eating but this person would be joining us. For what? 
 
    We entered the great room with Alaric’s arm still wrapped around me. I confirmed right away that the man was older. He had graying hair and age marks on his hands. His attention was trained on the ocean outside. Hearing us come in he turned with a smile already on his face. 
 
    His brown eyes went wide when they landed on me. If they got any larger, I’m sure they’d pop out of his head. 
 
    “What the hell is this?” 
 
    Taken aback by his hostile tone, I subconsciously leaned closer to Alaric. 
 
    “First, watch your mouth and tone in front of her. Second, what does it look like, John?” 
 
    John? I faltered and studied the man through a clinical eye. Surely, he wasn’t… 
 
    “It looks like your f—moving on with Meagan’s sister.” 
 
    “Moved on,” Alaric corrected coldly. 
 
    He guided me over to the piano and gestured to the bench. “Sit here.” 
 
    I didn’t know what the hell was happening right now. I sat and focused my gaze on the black and white keys. 
 
    “Why with her?” 
 
    The her was practically spat out of his mouth. I didn’t know anything about this man other than he was an asshole. 
 
    “I have my reasons. Drastically different than yours. You’ve been continuing to fuck her mother behind your wife’s back all these years.” 
 
    I could have choked on my saliva. My mom was still sleeping with this man after he’d kicked her out onto the streets while pregnant with me? She talked so much shit about him. She said she hated him for never being in my life. 
 
    “No! I would never--.” 
 
    “Give it up Johnathon. She’s had a PI on you for the last year. We’ve spoken a few times this last month.” 
 
    I struggled to follow their exchange. These two were not on good terms so why had he invited him? I didn’t feel any happiness at seeing this deadbeat. He was a stranger to me, a carrier of donor sperm. 
 
    “What am I doing here, Alaric?” Johnathon asked with a sigh. 
 
    “You’re here to listen to her play.” 
 
    “What?” he voiced my own confusion. 
 
    “Exactly as I said,” he replied to him. Then leaning down, he took hold of my hands and placed them on the piano. “Play something nice. Don’t stop until I say so,” he murmured in my ear. 
 
    I had no idea what was going on right now. At a loss, I eyed the sheet music still on display from a few weeks ago and began to re-create the melody. The haunting tune-filled every corner of the house, drowning out what began to occur in the other half of the room. 
 
    There wasn’t anything else to focus on or think about when I played other than the music and all the things you could learn from it, often about yourself. It was an expressive form of therapy I often took advantage of these days. 
 
    Just me and this big, beautiful machine. 
 
    When Alaric placed his hands on my shoulders to stop, I jumped at his touch, too caught up in what I was doing to have realized he was behind me. The notes ran together in a cringe-jarring sound as my fingers slipped. 
 
    “You play so beautifully. You lose yourself in it as I do. I love watching you purge your soul.” 
 
    I swallowed the emotion that had crept up my throat while I was playing and looked over to where Johnathon had been sitting. 
 
    “Did he leave?” 
 
    “He’ll be joining the others soon.” 
 
    I turned that over in my head twice before understanding his meaning. I spun towards him, bringing my legs out from beneath the piano. 
 
    “Alaric--.” 
 
    “You don’t have to participate in this right now.” 
 
    “That’s not what I was going to say anything about. Johnathon Penn isn’t some random man off the streets. How are you going to hide his disappearance?” 
 
    “Cat.” He thumbed my chin and peered down at me with a warm smile, his blue eyes full of an emotion I couldn’t place. “Are you worried about me?” 
 
    “I’m being serious.” 
 
    “So am I. I never do things irrationally or spur of the moment. This has been a long time coming. I have a few helping hands.” 
 
    I wasn’t sure I wanted to know how many times he’d done something like this. It was probably better that I let him keep that to himself for now. 
 
    “Is this because of Meg?” 
 
    He ran a thumb over my cheek, shaking his head from side to side. “I wish we could stop talking about her. I only agreed to marry her so that I could keep tabs on John.” 
 
    “Tabs?” I placed my hand over his and held it to my face. 
 
    “My father made the mistake of giving him shares in DG. We have a certain…side business that John began funneling funds from. He tried to use DG as a cover but for…reasons, we keep our books and records immaculate. It was time for him to go.” 
 
    “But…what does that have to do with me.” 
 
    He pulled away and crouched so that he was nearly level with my knees, placing his hands beneath the hem of my maxi dress to rest on my thighs. 
 
    “Who do you think talks more than two bitter fuck buddies? Your mother knows him very well. She was the one who first reached out to me, she wanted money.” 
 
    That sadly sounded just like her. My mother was ravenous for a lifestyle never offered to her. 
 
    “I made her give me something invaluable before she got a dime.” 
 
    Me. 
 
    He was talking about me. 
 
    “I’m collateral?” 
 
    “No.” He rose back up and took hold of my face. “You are mine.” 
 
    I blinked to halt a wave of tears threatening to break free from a damn. I shouldn’t have been hurt by this. My mother was going to get what she wanted one way or another, I just hated I had to be the steppingstone. 
 
    “You really are all I have.” 
 
    “I’ll always be yours, Cat.” He took hold of my hands and gently pulled me to my feet. “If it makes you feel any better you have an extended family through me. Your friend too…she’s safe.” 
 
    I followed him into the kitchen. 
 
    “Chloe?” 
 
    “She’s staying with my brother right now.” 
 
    I stared at the back of his dark-colored head. “Why did you pretend like you never knew she existed?” 
 
    “I didn’t do anything of the sort. I said I had no idea who she was because you never mentioned her. That’s not a lie. I don’t know her.” 
 
    “You could’ve told me where she was.” 
 
    “You never asked,” he retorted. 
 
    He stepped through the basement doorway and tightened his grip on my hand. “Shut the door behind you.” 
 
    I did as he said, glaring at his back and following him down the steps without really thinking about what I was doing until I had to step over the unconscious body of Johnathon Penn. There was a gash on the left side of his head and a syringe sticking out of his neck. 
 
    The bookshelves were slid back already, revealing the OR room. I wanted to ask how this worked, but first I needed to know what he was doing. 
 
    “What are you going to do to him?” 
 
    He reached down and lifted the man like he was a log of rolled carpet. “I don’t have any use for him he just needs to disappear.” 
 
    “Okay…how?” 
 
    “Now you’re asking the important questions.” 
 
    A loud echo reverberated through the room when he dropped John onto one of the metal operating tables. 
 
    “We can let him deteriorate alive. Or you can grab a smock and a scalpel to take him apart.” 
 
    Taking someone apart… 
 
    I had a memory of doing that, only it was with a woman. 
 
    “You should practice both. Your mother will be coming for dinner eventually,” he added as almost an afterthought. 
 
    I stared at him with wide eyes. 
 
    He all but just told me he was intending to kill her. 
 
    “You can’t get rid of my mom.” 
 
    “Why? Is she doing anything to add value to your life? Has she ever? From what I’ve seen, heard, and know, she’s a money-hungry bitch who used her pussy to try and secure it. Failed, of course, because pussy doesn’t keep a man. You were her bank balance baby, correct?” 
 
    He put the truth so bluntly out in the open. Not in a malicious way, but more of a matter-of-fact. Nothing he’d just said was wrong. I stood a little way back watching him strap Jonathan’s body down with three restraints. Unlike this total stranger on the table, I did care about my mother. 
 
    “If you get rid of my mom…” 
 
    “If I get rid of your mother all her assets will go to me, which in turn, go to you. No one will ever interfere in your life again or put you down for being who you are. We don’t need people like that around.” 
 
    She gave him her assets and not me? Just how desperate was she to secure temporary happiness? 
 
    “When is she coming?” 
 
    He finished buckling his last strap and regarded me with a studious expression, sweeping his eyes up and down my body. 
 
    “Once your medicine starts working.” 
 
    “My medicine?” 
 
    “Choose one,” he urged, ignoring my question. “Scalpel or Sulfuric.” 
 
    I chewed the inside of my cheek, considering everything he just said. “Why not both?” 
 
    He smiled at me wickedly. “Best choice you could’ve made.” 
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    I stared at the cake. 
 
    Half was chocolate. 
 
    Half was lemon. 
 
    It was always the exact same. 
 
    Unlike my life this past year. I didn’t mind it as much but sometimes it could be overwhelming. Things would be changing even more for me come spring. 
 
    I stared at the dessert tray from across the kitchen, absentmindedly smoothing my thumb over the diamond on my engagement ring. 
 
    Laughter spilled from the dining room. My mother was in there waiting for cake. Chloe and Niklaus too, but at least they were going to be going home with the memory of enjoying it. I’d come to terms with this a while ago. Alaric was adamant about ridding our lives of anyone not good for us or our growing family. I could hardly disagree. 
 
    “Cat?” Alaric walked into the kitchen and placed a hand on my lower back. “Are you okay?” 
 
    I laughed lightly and leaned my head on his shoulder. “I’m fine. He’s fine too,” I tacked on before he could ask. 
 
    Alaric slipped his hand around to the constipation-sized bulge I was permanently sporting right now. 
 
    “They want us to play. You up for it?” 
 
    “What about your dessert?” 
 
    “Shouldn’t they enjoy the show too?” 
 
    “If that’s how you want it.” I lifted a shoulder in a shrug. 
 
    “I’ll walk you up when we’re done.” He kissed my brow and then went to get the cake. He must have known I was ready to fall asleep right here and now. I’d have to make it through all of this first. 
 
    Alaric returned to the kitchen after he dropped off the cake, holding out a hand for me to take. It still threw me off how sweet and caring he could be when there was this whole side of him that was completely terrifying. I loved him exactly as he was, though. 
 
    I slid off the stool and walked with him towards the great room. 
 
    Passing by the dining table I caught Chloe’s eye. She was quick to look away. 
 
    The last conversation we had was approximately two weeks ago when she questioned how I could settle for this and didn’t like my reply. The answer was rather simple. 
 
    This was my life now. 
 
    Alaric was mine and I was his. 
 
    The baby he had wanted so badly he’d given me fertility medicine to hurry the process along, was nestled inside of me. This small human that I loved more with each passing day. 
 
    I had no clue what kind of parent I would be, but I knew I wouldn’t ever abandon him as my parents had me. I wanted him to have the best of everything. He was a ball and chain but also a blessing. With him and the proposal soon to be a wedding, I wouldn’t ever be free. 
 
    Not unless I self-sabotaged everything, including the man I loved. 
 
    But I would survive because there was nothing else for me outside of here. I wouldn’t have Alaric and I needed him. So, while she would try to escape again, I would remain content. 
 
    I’d live this life between reality and nightmare. Sanity and madness. I would do it until he told me it was time to take my last breath. Caught in his perfectly woven web of torment and ecstasy. 
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    I had barely wiped his come from my lips before he started spewing his cliché sob story. 
 
    It was always the same sorry ass excuse. It wasn’t me, but him. Then came the contradiction of incompatible bullshit. Funny, we were awfully compatible when I had his dick in my mouth less than five minutes ago. 
 
    I tuned him out and refastened my bra. When I reached for my shirt, I determined that my manicure would’ve been so much cuter if I’d gone with that chic grey color instead of this maroon. 
 
    “Indy?” 
 
    “I’m listening.” 
 
    “You’re a brilliant, beautiful young woman.” 
 
    I rolled my eyes, hard. 
 
    No shit. 
 
    “Your grades will be just fine without me,” he continued. 
 
    I paused on my last button and finally looked at him. 
 
    “What makes you say that?” 
 
    “Well…” He diverted his eyes to the woods surrounding us. 
 
    The selfish, weak spineless asshole hadn’t even stayed in the backseat so we could do this face to face. 
 
    “Well, what?” I used my signature flirty, naïve girl tone. 
 
    “You know we only happened because you needed some extra help.” 
 
    I started to laugh. I couldn’t stop myself. I mean, where did men get the goddamn audacity? 
 
    “You don’t honestly believe I was sucking your dick to get my grades up, professor? I’m an honor student. Do you think your nut is the reason behind me excelling in all my classes?” 
 
    His silence confirmed he genuinely thought his slightly curved penis was capable of gifting me intelligence. 
 
    This man hadn’t given me one single tutor session. He went straight for my pussy within the first ten minutes of our meeting in this exact location two months ago. I stared at the roof of his car, rolling my lips together and doing up my last button. I had to stay calm. There was no reason to get worked up. 
 
    He cleared his throat and turned all the way around so that he could start the car. I reached down to slip my heel back on and spotted something pink beneath his passenger seat, just a few inches away from an old store bag. 
 
    “Are you getting up front?” 
 
    I ignored him and reached for the object. It was one of those bracelets girls got and added the cute lil charms too. Jessica Hendal had one just like it. 
 
    What were the odds someone else that went to our university had the same exact bracelet down to the hello kitty charm? 
 
    Seemed the professor was quite the busy man. To his credit, Jess may have been a raging bitch, but she had a nice ass and pretty face. I didn’t blame him for wanting to stick his dick in that too. Men were visual creatures, after all. 
 
    “Huh,” I hummed. “Can you please pass me my purse? I’m going to stay back here.” 
 
    He cleared his throat and tentatively handed me my crossbody bag from the front seat. I dangled the bracelet on my index finger in exchange. His eyes went slightly wide when he spotted it. 
 
    “India, I--.” 
 
    “You should make sure Jess gets this back. She was bitching about it being stolen a few days ago.” 
 
    With an audible swallow, he gingerly took it from me. 
 
    He faced forward and placed it in his center console where I knew it would be forgotten. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” he repeated for the tenth time. 
 
    I grabbed the store bag off the floor and shook it open. “It will all be just fine,” I chirped. 
 
    He kept talking, delaying us from moving from our secluded hideaway. That worked perfectly for me. I opened my purse and removed the custom Betty-Boop switchblade my sister had gifted me. 
 
    Richard kept droning on about timing and whatever else. He had terrible perception skills. I waited until he leaned his blonde head back, lurching myself forward the second he was close enough. 
 
    I placed the bag over his head and made sure it was tight, cinching the bottom around his throat. With one forceful pull, he was pressed against his headrest. 
 
    He grabbed at the plastic, yelling what sounded an awful lot like obscenities at me. I smiled and stabbed him in the upper portion of his neck with three quick jabs. Blood sprayed the bag’s interior, changing the color from light to dark as it began to fill up. 
 
    He coughed a few times before going completely still. I closed my eyes and inhaled, slowly releasing a deep breath when I opened them. There was no use sticking around here now, was there? I wiped my blade clean on the arm of his shirt and then placed it back in my purse. 
 
    Getting out of the car, I tossed my hip and shut the rear door. I looked around until I spotted where I needed to go to get back to my own vehicle 
 
    Did I leave his engine running? That didn’t seem wise. 
 
    Should I cut off his dick? 
 
    No, I’d leave that for plan B. 
 
    I pulled open the driver’s door and removed his keys from the ignition, dropping them into my bag too. Sissy wasn’t going to like this one bit, but I needed some help to clear away my and the professor's misunderstanding. 
 
    I looked down and frowned at my heels. I knew I should’ve worn tennis shoes. 
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